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Safely in harbour 
Is the King’s ship; in the deep nook, where once 
Thou call’dst me up at midnight to fetch dew 
From the still-vexed Bermoothes – there she’s hid

William Shakespeare, The Tempest
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*indicates fictional character


	*Sir Thomas Kydd	Captain of HMS Thunderer 

	*Nicholas Renzi	Earl of Farndon, former confidential secretary to Kydd



Thunderer, ship’s company


	*Ambrose	Second lieutenant

	*Clinch	Fourth lieutenant

	*Clinton	Captain of Royal Marines

	*Craddock	Kydd’s confidential secretary

	*Doud	Quartermaster’s Mate, friend of Stirk

	*Gubb	Purser

	*Halgren	Captain’s coxswain

	*Joyce	Sailing master

	*Lawlor	Gunner

	*Martyn	Third lieutenant

	*Opie	Boatswain

	*Pinto	Petty officer, friend of Doud

	*Roscoe	First lieutenant

	*Stirk	Gunner’s mate, long-term acquaintance of Kydd

	*Upcot	Carpenter

	 	 

	Others

	*Avery	Mate, Mary Miller

	*Bazely	New-made frigate captain, previous close friend of Kydd’s

	Beauharnais	Prince Eugène de, general and stepson of the Emperor

	Bennigsen	Russian field marshal, head of military

	Bernadotte	Marshal of France, changed sides against Napoleon

	Berthier	French grand marshal and chief of Imperial Staff

	*Bingham	Wife of Bermudian shipowner

	Blücher	Field marshal, Prussian military leader

	Borlase Warren	Admiral and commander-in-chief, North American Squadron

	*Bowden	Commander, captain of Weazel

	Brown	Admiral, Jamaica Squadron

	Buckner	Landowner of Eastern Florida

	Cochrane	Legendary but controversial frigate captain

	Cockburn	Governor, Bermuda

	Cole	Admiral in charge, northern element of North Sea Squadron

	Colston	Rear admiral, Baltic squadron

	*Congalton	Shadowy secret service dispatcher

	*Costin	Elijah, American merchant

	Cotton	Rear admiral, in command of the Texel

	Croker	Able and influential secretary to the Admiralty

	De Estrada	Governor of St Augustine

	*Esther	Persephone’s maid

	Evans	Commodore, Bermuda dockyard

	Ferrers	Captain Royal Marines, aide-de-camp to governor

	*Francis	Kydd’s son

	Frederik	Danish crown prince, also governor of Norway

	Frederik VI	King of Denmark-Norway

	*Gavery	Bahamian smuggler

	Graham	Lieutenant general Sir Thomas, leader of Antwerp expedition

	*Gundersen	Yngvar, blacksmith

	*Gundersen	Øyvind, son, Björn, another, Dagmar his daughter, Kirsten his wife

	*Harris	Contributor to the Bermuda Gazette

	*Holt	Rebecca, young admirer of Kydd

	*Hoskins	Sergeant of foot

	*Jago	Under-steward to the Earl of Farndon (Renzi), secretly an accomplice

	Jarlsberg	Count Wedel, influential Norwegian businessman

	Karl III Johan	Johan Bernadotte (q.v.), king of Sweden

	Laforey	Admiral, Leeward Islands Squadron

	Madison	President of United States of America, 1809–1817

	Mathews	War veteran and adventurer, leader of Florida Patriots

	McIntosh	Military leader of the Florida Patriots

	McKee	Colonel John, United States commissioner

	*Meares	Lieutenant colonel, staff at Horse Guards

	Melville	First Lord of the Admiralty

	*Mercer	Bermuda widow

	Monroe	Secretary of state in Madison administration

	*Moreau	Adjutant commandant on Bonaparte’s staff

	Ochoa	Teniente Coronel, Cuban colonial military

	Overton	Colonial secretary

	*Prinker	House of Commons lobbyist

	Reeves	Lieutenant, platoon commander in assault on Fort de Roovere

	*Richards	Lieutenant-in-command, Curlew

	Schwarzenberg	Head of Army of Bohemia, part of thrust against Bonaparte

	*Simon	Stowaway, young lad wanting to fight Napoleon

	Smith	Lieutenant Colonel, US 8th Infantry, federal assistance

	Sverdrup	Professor and president of the assembly

	*Tracy	Lieutenant in command US gunboat

	*Turner	Lieutenant, Weazel

	*Villar	Fishing boat skipper

	*Wilkins	Shipmaster of Mary Miller
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1813, London

On arrival back in England after his successful encounter with an American frigate, Captain Sir Thomas Kydd, Bart., had been promptly summoned to attend on the First Lord of the Admiralty. Alighting from his carriage in front of Admiralty House, he felt a frisson at the sight of the august surroundings, hallowed by centuries of Britain’s wielding a victorious trident in the long sea wars.

‘Do sit, old fellow! A tincture of the right sort, would you say?’ Viscount Melville offered genially.

Kydd had never seen the admiral in such an elevation of spirits. He had expected a measured approval of his conduct, or some classical allusion to laurels from this careful and reserved individual.

Melville leaned forward in concern. ‘The wound is troubling you less, I trust?’

Kydd had been seriously injured in the thigh at the hands of a Yankee sharpshooter several months before. ‘A twinge at times only, my lord.’

Melville nodded and sat back. ‘Well now,’ he continued, ‘and what shall we do with the hero of the hour, hey?’

Kydd gave a cautious smile. Could it be that the First Lord wanted him to know that the unpleasantness over his recent unsuccessful support of the adoption of steam power in the Navy was over and done with? Also that if he’d made enemies because of it, they were powerless to harm him now, and he was being welcomed back into the fold at his previous standing?

‘If truth be told I’d be more than happy to feel my own deck under me again, sir.’

Melville gave a hearty chuckle. ‘As so you should, so you should – no other way to win your flag, now is there?’

Kydd flushed in pleasure. This, from the very summit of the Admiralty, was the broadest of hints that he was in favour for the ultimate distinction of all – an admiral’s flag. Post-captains could be made admiral without ever serving in that rank – a yellow admiral, as it was termed – but Melville, it seemed, was referring to an active sea appointment, commanding a squadron or fleet and sailing against the enemy.

It would have to be at some later point, the political winds set fair, the war grinding endlessly on, the interest from on high remaining his – but he had been led to believe he was in good odour with those who made the vital decisions, and might well, in time, be granted the felicity of a real flag.

The First Lord continued warmly, ‘As it happens, two circumstances happily coincide: your availability for command and HMS Thunderer now completed her great repair. How does that satisfy?’

‘Right well, sir!’ Kydd said fervently. He was more than ready to renew acquaintance with the graceful sail-of-the-line he’d taken through the worst that Neptune could throw at her. It would no doubt be blockade duty along the French or Spanish coasts, but also a chance to let the healing complete.

‘I rather thought you would,’ Melville said, with a mischievous grin. ‘And are you not interested in which station?’

‘Sir?’

‘In respect of the wound you suffered recently, a post in reach of the Biscay gales would be a trial, I believe. More to be desired is a fortifying and salubrious spell somewhere in the sun – how does the Bermudas appeal?’

‘In a 74?’ Kydd replied, in amazement.

‘Certainly. They have an ancient 56 as guardship but in view of the American war it’s desired to make a flourish off their south with something of more respectability. Not that we expect anything in the nature of an alarum in those quarters, it merely being an augmentation of force for the time being.’

Bermuda – the winter quarters of the North American Squadron and one of Britain’s oldest colonies. He’d never been there but he understood it to be the quietest station of all – and the most pleasant. There would probably be no distinction to be won but from what he’d just heard he’d no need of such, for the time being.

‘A fine prospect, sir.’

‘Good. I’ll instruct your orders be made up accordingly. Now I’d wish to let you know more of why you’re being sent. Don’t be misled – Bermuda is a sovereign possession of ours, lying as it does off the American coast and in the approaches to the Caribbean. It’s well guarded by quantities of wicked reefs that make for a near impregnable situation for the defenders. Thus whoever possesses it will stand astride the sea lanes and dominate this part of the world. God forbid, but if our Yankee cousins lay hands on Bermuda we will be in a pretty pickle. You’re there to show that any motion towards a landing will be met with insuperable force. I rather feel it will be enough.’

‘A single ship?’

‘I would think so.’

The Americans had nothing larger than a frigate and would never risk an assault at this stage, so life on station was set fair to be an uninterrupted tranquil cruise.

‘As to your line of responsibility, you’ll be on detached duty from Sir Borlase Warren and the North American Squadron, but as they’ll soon be returning to Halifax, it’s unlikely you’ll be having many dealings with them, apart from books of account. Should the occasion demand, you’ll be reinforced, of course, but given the current showing of Cousin Jonathan I’m doubting you’ll still be there when they return at the end of the year.’

Kydd knew that, in other parts, the war with Bonaparte was still raging and, with a pang of guilt, he asked about the latest news.

‘Boney? At his most dangerous, I’d have to say. Returned to Paris after Moscow and an appalling retreat, yet the devil has the gall to demand of his people they give him a fresh army, which they have, in the amount of a quarter-million – so far. He’s about to strike back and I fear we’re to be in thrall to the villain for a long time to come.’

Melville came around the desk and offered his hand. ‘I do sincerely wish you good fortune, Sir Thomas. Commanders of your stripe we’re in grave need of, both now and in the future.’
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It was a pleasant post down to Portsmouth dockyard where Thunderer lay. Kydd was sharing the coach with a fellow captain of a ship-of-the-line on his way to the Mediterranean and Admiral Pellew.

At Hindhead they took time to enjoy a very acceptable beef pie in the company of a London-bound colonel headed the opposite way, but they were soon back on the road, speeding on.

The last approach, Portsdown Hill, with its fine view of Spithead and the sea, provoked the usual stirrings of excitement for Kydd and he alighted at the George Hotel with eagerness. He hauled out his fob-watch. There was just time to clap eyes once again on his beloved ship.

Still in plain clothes, he made his way through the well-remembered streets to the golden spheres at the dockyard gate. He was recognised by the porter who, blank-faced, directed him to Thunderer, newly emerged from her docking and in an alongside berth. Her bare masts towered above the jumble of buildings as a course to steer.

She was not in commission and wouldn’t be until the formalities had been enacted at the mainmast. He therefore had no right to go aboard but nothing could stop him now. She looked in remarkably good fettle, given her many months under dockyard care. There was activity everywhere and he approached the brow in anticipation.

He took in her no-nonsense, uncompromising British lines that spoke of defiance of the waves rather than a craven gliding over them.

An affronted dockyard matey saw him come aboard and made to stop him but shrank back under Kydd’s glare.

And then he was standing once more on Thunderer’s quarterdeck. There were curious stares from the riggers and a figure in worker’s garb stopped and hastened across. ‘Sir Thomas!’ he called. It was Roscoe, his former first lieutenant who had been put ashore at the de-commissioning.

‘Roscoe, old fellow. Are you …?’

‘Received word out of the blue, on half-pay in Yarmouth, from their lordships, that Thunderer was to commission, and as her premier before, was I able to resume at short notice?’

‘And I’m main glad to see you,’ Kydd said, happy to have the young man where he belonged. ‘Even not knowing her new captain?’ he teased.

‘Well, er, I was hoping that …’

‘Then indeed know that I shall be her captain, and we shall see through the next commission together.’

There was a broad smile and a hesitant, ‘Er, and what waters will that be in, sir?’

Kydd smiled back. ‘We’ll hear about it when I get my orders. Can you tell me what state the ship is in?’

Roscoe had obviously taken his appointment seriously and had done what he could to priddy the ship in readiness with only dockyard workers to chivvy.

‘Let’s have a look at what they’ve done for her,’ Kydd said, hearing that, beyond provisions for a sudden flood of crew coming aboard, Thunderer was to all intents and purposes ready for the life that would then infuse her.

Her wounds, mostly below the waterline, were now healed with oaken strakes of unimpeachable strength, and the few blemishes above board had been neatly and elegantly made right.

‘Er, no other officers have made their number to you?’

‘No, sir.’

So Thunderer was going to start her next adventure with an unknown team at the top and a ship’s company largely provided by the press-gang.

‘Standing officers?’ The boatswain, gunner, carpenter, purser, cook. Those tasked to stand by their ship as she was brought back to fitness as a ship-of-war – and the only faces he would know from the old days.

‘All present, although I suspect that Mr Lawlor is desirous of smelling powder as soon as he might.’ The gunner had had the least to do in the long months of her repair as Thunderer’s guns had been landed during her docking.

Much still lay ahead for the ship before she could set sail for Shakespeare’s still-vex’d Bermoothes.
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