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If it had not been for the English I should have been emperor of the East, but wherever there’s water to float a ship we’re sure to find them in our way.

Napoleon Bonaparte, St Helena

Those far distant, storm-beaten ships, upon which the Grand Army never looked, stood between it and dominion of the world.

Alfred Thayer Mahan, Naval Strategist
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*Nicholas Renzi, Earl of Farndon, former confidential secretary to Kydd
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	*Ambrose

	Second lieutenant




	*Binard

	Manservant to captain
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	Fourth lieutenant




	*Clinton

	Captain of Royal Marines




	*Craddock
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	*Roscoe
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	*Stirk
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	Adye

	Captain, HMS Partridge




	*Amillet

	French colonel engineer under Moreau




	*Appleby
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	*Bazely
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	Berthier

	French grand marshal and chief of Imperial Staff




	Brisbane

	Captain, with Kydd in Curaçao




	Cambronne

	Military commander at Napoleon landing




	Campbell

	Colonel, British commissioner in Napoleon’s exile in Elba




	Carnot

	Major, in charge of fort on Aix




	Castlereagh

	Secretary of state for foreign affairs




	Corbineau

	French sergeant engineer under Moreau




	Croker

	First secretary to the Admiralty




	Dalesme

	General, French garrison on Elba




	Decrès

	Minister of marine, Paris




	Duke of Clarence

	William, future king and having a naval past




	*Essington

	Admiral, first promoted Kydd to quarterdeck




	*Fookes (Prinker)

	Parliamentary under-secretary and man-about-town




	Fouché

	French minister of police, secret service




	*Francis

	Kydd’s son




	Franklyn

	Envoy of Britain to court of Louis XVIII




	*Garsen

	Mrs, fortune teller




	*Hoskins

	Colour sergeant, old acquaintance of Kydd




	*Jenkins

	Proprietor, London Inn, Ivybridge




	Keith

	Admiral and commander-in-chief, Channel




	Lord Liverpool

	Prime minister




	Louis XVIII

	Brother of guillotined Louis XVI, restored to throne of France




	Maitland

	Captain, HMS Bellerophon




	*Malone

	Wealthy landowner




	Marchand

	Napoleon’s valet




	Maria Walewska

	Countess, Napoleon’s mistress




	Melville

	First lord of the Admiralty




	Metternich

	Austrian chancellor




	*Moreau

	Adjutant commandant of Napoleon’s engineers and confidant




	Murat

	King of Naples, brother-in-law to Napoleon




	Ney

	French marshal and army commander




	Oudinot

	French marshal




	Palmerston

	Secretary of state for war




	Pauline

	La Principessa Paolina Borghese, Napoleon’s vivacious sister




	Philibert

	Captain, frigate Saale




	*Picheur

	Admiral and French commander Brest region




	Schwarzenberg

	Austrian supreme army commander




	Sidney Smith

	Admiral, often contentious in his actions




	*Simon

	Drummer boy, of Kydd’s earlier acquaintance




	*Soper

	Clerk of court, Exeter Assizes




	Soult

	Marshal of French Empire




	Taillade

	Captain, brig-sloop Inconstant, only vessel in Elban Navy




	Vandamme

	French general




	Vansittart

	Chancellor of exchequer




	Wilberforce
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1814, HMS Thunderer, the English Channel

‘Our pennants, manoeuvre well executed.’ The signal lieutenant of HMS Thunderer tried to conceal his pride, as he relayed this to his captain, standing legs a-brace on the quarterdeck of the venerable ship-of-the-line.

Very good. Do acquaint Lieutenant Ambrose of my approbation of his conduct,’ acknowledged Sir Thomas Kydd.

It had been intelligent and timely work at the staysail by his second lieutenant’s fo’c’sle division taking up on the new tack. In the fluky calms the rest of the squadron had missed stays.

Admiral Cotton had been insistent that his command should exercise regularly, which Kydd put down to a need to reduce boredom as much as operational necessity. His own seamanship after long service in a fighting frigate was unmatched, in no small part due to his origins as a sailor before the mast.

One by one the other ships took the wind. Kydd had sympathy for the captain of the ponderous flagship Culloden trying to keep with the sleeker third-rates. Still, it was a measure of the man that the admiral had publicly acknowledged Thunderer’s achievement.

The breeze gave a playful lift and the seas chuckled under the 74’s forefoot as the line took up on the fresh tack – and a new signal leaped up Culloden’s mizzen halliards.

‘Our pennants, sir, and “Proceed in execution of previous orders.”’

It was a welcome hoist, requiring Thunderer to make for port to spend a week refitting after the gales and general unpleasantness in the Channel during the autumn. And shore leave was to be granted for the seamen after their long blockade duty.

Kydd wasn’t going to let them off so easily, however, and once out of sight of the squadron the decks thrilled to the heavy rumble of gun trucks. One side of the three-ton thirty-two-pounders competed against the other in the hard exercise of drill, the mock serving of the monster creatures and running them out before hauling in for a ‘reload’.

There was a chance for the losers to regain the honours: Kydd had carefully hoarded his allowance of powder and shot in order to put in some live firing, always appreciated by the crew, who enjoyed the smoke and concussion after the tedium of long days of peace and order. The target was an old painting scow fitted with an inverted V mast between which a worn red blanket made a serviceable sail and firing mark. It was streamed astern, bobbing jauntily while Thunderer wheeled around at a half-mile’s range.

Kydd wanted to see the action on the gun-deck. He knew that his presence would indicate serious interest in the proceedings and he clattered down the ladders to the gloom of the gun spaces.

Martyn, the lieutenant of the lower gun-deck, stiffened. He was as much under eye as the gun crews. ‘Honoured to have you with us, sir,’ he said carefully. ‘Times from you?’

‘No. Do know, sir, I’m not here and you’ll have your timings from the quarterdeck.’ His first lieutenant, Roscoe, would be up there, conning the ship as if in a battle to ‘rake’ and ‘harry’ the hapless punt. Kydd would watch from the sidelines.

As the preparatory orders rapped out he quietly surveyed the row of guns. With the fleet-wide hunger for men there were not enough to man both sides fully so to keep an element of competition every second gun was manned. It gave them more room to perform the deadly ballet that was play at the guns and, at the same time, scope for speed, which would stay with them when fighting a single but full side of guns.

The din of bellowing gun captains, growling quarter-gunners and peremptory officers’ calls died away. The crews were tense and ready.

Then Kydd noticed a thick-set, broad-shouldered figure standing still and watchful in the centre of the deck under the gratings: gunner’s mate Stirk, a warrior of legend and one to whom Kydd owed so much of his formative early years as a young seaman.

He’d personally trained the gun-captains and his critical eye would judge them far more harshly than Kydd. Nervous glances at the figure were more numerous than those towards their noble captain.

‘For exercise – larboard, five rounds.’ The relayed command was piped at the hatchway and Martyn rapped the order that had the gun crews snap to alert. As a drill only there would be no firing but the side of the violently heaving three-ton iron beasts was no place for the faint of heart.

Five cycles of ‘loading’, ‘running out’ and ‘firing’ were exercised as Stirk stood impassive. This drill was commonplace, at most evening quarters conducted as routine. A flick of his finger indicated that the starbowlines were winners. They could now laze and watch the larbowlines sweat in a round to see if they could claw back a victory.

Then there was a lull, which Kydd knew was Roscoe bringing Thunderer around to bear on the target, seeming a far smaller mark through the gun-port than from the open deck. It gave time for the crews to gird for action – gun pouches of spare flints, quill tubes for taking the spark from the gun-lock to the main charge, slow-match gently glowing in the match tub and training tackle ranged free.

‘Open fire t’ starboard in five minutes!’ squeaked a midshipman messenger at the hatchway. Ready loaded, the massive pieces were run out in a deep martial rumbling, their muzzles questing over the restless seas.

Kydd squatted, squinting through a gun-port at the far-off red blob. This would not be broadsides, which were used only at close quarters to terrify an enemy at the height of an action. Instead, each gun would fire alone so that fall of shot and therefore accuracy could be made out.

Stirk moved behind and in line with the muzzle of the first gun. He kept clear to allow the gun-captain room but had the same sight picture.

There was work with the crow to lay the gun more precisely – Roscoe knew to keep the ship unwaveringly on course – and more at the quoin until the gun-captain, back curved over the gun to see down its length, was satisfied.

The man paused a heartbeat to have the lazy heave of the ship lower the muzzle on target. Then his hand on the lanyard to the gun-lock whipped back. With an ear-splitting bellow and instant smother of gun-smoke the black monster slammed back, its shot taking seconds to reach out and send up a leisurely white plume fifty yards short but well in line.

Stirk padded over behind the gun-captain. Words were passed and the man nodded vigorously. The gunner’s mate resumed his position, and even from this distance Kydd could make out the dark glitter of Stirk’s eyes – he was satisfied with the performance.

It wasn’t that the gun had missed. It hadn’t. A real opponent would loom many times larger and the present shot would most certainly have taken it well in the centre of its bulk. It was more that the first ball from this gun had been so effective from the start. If the rest of the gun-deck was like that then any sudden close action would be lethal to the enemy.

No more than two rounds per gun were permissible in the miserly allowance but they made the most of it. With the setting sun came the crash and roar of guns. Then it was rest, the welcome benison of grog and the evening meal.




Chapter 2
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At the other end of the ship the wardroom had invited Kydd to their dinner. Together they toasted the taut man-o’-war in which they found themselves and happily joined in the old catches and glees so revered over the years.


‘I’m here or there a jolly dog,

At land or sea I’m all agog,

To fight, or kiss, or touch the grog;

For I’m a jovial midshipman,

A smart young midshipman,

A veeeery little mid-ship-man . . .’



Sung by Ambrose, the mature second lieutenant, it brought roars of laughter.

The more nostalgic third lieutenant, Martyn, offered:


‘Aboard of my true love’s ship I’ll go

And brave each blowing gale;

I’ll splice, I’ll tack, I’ll reef, I’ll row

And haul with him the sail:

In jacket blue, and trousers too

With him I’ll cruise afar,

There shall not be a smarter tar

Aboard a man-o’-war . . .’



Kydd sighed and relaxed with his brandy, regarding his officers with affection. Such warm, enjoyable evenings were what it was to be an officer at sea in these long wars. The French were not abroad and it was becoming increasingly unlikely that they would be caught up in a grand fleet action in the near future, but if they were, Thunderer was ready.

His eye caught Craddock’s. His confidential secretary never drank more than guarded sips but was an agreeable messmate.

‘Dear fellow,’ he called, above the happy din, ‘do tip us something of the evening.’

Craddock raised a glass in acknowledgement. The man had witnessed hideous scenes in the Adriatic but service in Thunderer had brought him through to the other side.

‘I’d rather I had the sea cant to add to your merriment – but I don’t. Should Mr Shakespeare serve, I should be glad to oblige.’

‘Do carry on, old trout.’

Craddock stood, and imperiously declaimed:


‘In cradle of the rude imperious surge

And in the visitation of the winds,

Who take the ruffian billows by the top,

Curling their monstrous heads and hanging them

With deafening clamour in the slippery clouds,

That, with the hurly, death itself awakes?

Canst thou, O partial sleep, give thy repose

To the wet sea-boy in an hour so rude?’



To his evident surprise it was rapturously received, if somewhat glassy-eyed by some.

‘Henry the Fourth, Part Two,’ he added apologetically. ‘The third act or so, as I remember.’

The moment was saved by Kydd, who expressed a pressing desire to unburden himself of a somewhat saltier ditty – and the evening progressed to the early hours.




Chapter 3
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Approaches to Plymouth Harbour, Devon

‘Great Mew in sight, nor’-east, seven miles, sir.’

In hours Kydd would be back in the inexpressibly dear surroundings of Knowle Manor and would know the love of Persephone, his wife. He levered himself out of his cot, letting Binard, his valet, set up for his morning shave. A daybreak sighting was good navigation by the quarterdeck and there, further inland beyond the triangular rearing of the island, was all he held dear. And he would be in time for the evening repast.

A little later the big man-o’-war’s anchor plunged into the mud of Cawsand Bay and, for all intents and purposes, Thunderer had made her way home. Dutifully, Kydd took boat for Mount Wise to make his number with Garland, the port admiral.

‘Weren’t expecting you, Kydd. Weary of North Sea pastures?’ The man looked tired and more than a little hunted, and Kydd wondered what impossible task had been laid on him.

‘As it may be, sir, Admiral Cotton did send me here for the fettling.’ It had been thoughtful of his commander to specify Plymouth instead of the nearer Portsmouth dockyard, making casual excuse of a current build-up of work there.

‘I’ll get it under way with the master attendant, then. You’ll need victualling – powder, shot?’

‘It’s been quiet in our parts, sir. No need, really.’

The admiral looked up gravely. ‘You’ll have heard that Boney has got himself an army of size again, of course. How he does it, God knows, but what we can be sure of is that he’ll be on the march again presently and we’ll all be pitched into a new wrangle.’

‘And we’ll serve him in the same way,’ Kydd said stoutly.

Garland gave a thin smile. ‘If you saw things from where I’m sitting you might have your apprehensions, I believe. Know that three parts of four of our fleet is all the seven seas over preserving our empire and I’m to find the means to keep ’em there.’ He slumped. ‘And muster hulls enough to face up to Boney here if he gets uppity.’

‘A long war, sir.’

‘A devil of a long war – but pay no mind to me, Kydd. You make the most of your liberty ashore. I heard you now have a youngling in tow?’




Chapter 4
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Knowle Manor, Devon

The evening sun gilded the leaves of the trees, achingly poignant before the autumnal winds turned them bare. Kydd was at the heights of happiness, however, for he and Persephone had young Francis toddling round and round the lawn as dinner was being prepared.

‘It’s all so ironic,’ Kydd reflected.

‘What is, dearest?’

‘That here I am, as contented with life as any man alive – with my true love in mine own estate and a modest sum to keep us in our aged years.’

‘So you deserve it, my dear.’

He stopped and looked at her fondly. ‘Have you ever considered that, wicked as it is, if it were not for this endless war I would still be . . . of the common folk? No hob-a-nob with the King, prize money, the respect of the people, a thousand men to do my bidding. I owe it all, Seph, to a bloody war.’

‘You’d succeed whatever you chose in life, Thomas. Your country needs you at this time, you’ve answered, and that’s all there is to it.’ She glanced fondly at their son. He was visibly tiring and they retired inside.

The next day Kydd decided to ride with Persephone to the snug Ivybridge alehouse, the London Inn, to meet his neighbours and tenants in that pleasant setting. The ostler came out to take their horses and they entered the dark, brassy interior to scattered greetings, but there was a distinct pall in the air.

‘They’ve had a dismal harvest this year, the second in a row,’ Persephone whispered, as they took up their favoured high-backed bench near the fire.

Kydd felt for them. Early to rise, toil and care every day of their lives – and in the last act a failure for all their efforts.

‘Not so dimber, the yields this year, Daniel,’ Kydd called to a shrunken man in a worn smock, nursing his beer. ‘Shall you join me in a pot?’

He was rewarded with a mumbled account of storm-beaten wheat fields and a stubborn murrain in the cows before others came to add their tales of grief. One or two tried to say something about Kydd’s war but the gulf between this ageless rustic existence and the majestic heave and menace of the ocean was too great.

The gloom was almost palpable and, in Kydd’s heightened mood of delight at his return home, it was dispiriting. He caught Persephone’s eye, and they took their leave.

They picked their way homeward in silence, the clopping of the horses’ hoofs loud in the afternoon stillness. After a space Persephone said lightly, ‘Thomas, my dear, should you oblige me in a small matter, I’d be so grateful.’

Her horse whickered as if adding its encouragement.

‘Why, of course, my darling. What’s it to be? The orangery or London for the Season?’

‘Not so arduous at all, my love.’

‘Well?’

‘My dear, have you ever wondered what life holds in store for you?’ she said softly, avoiding his eyes.

‘Often!’ Kydd laughed. ‘A mariner in anything of a blow has his views, you must believe.’

‘I meant more . . . our future, my dearest.’ The tone had become more troubled and Kydd felt a wash of misgiving.

‘Is there . . . Have you anything as vexes you, Seph?’ he asked.

‘Thomas, there’s a lady in the village I’d like you to meet.’

‘Er, if you wish it.’

‘She’s of a certain reputation.’ At Kydd’s puzzled look she went on carefully, ‘Well known as being out of the ordinary . . . fey, as you might say.’

‘As claims to see into the future?’ At sea he’d encountered lower-deck trouble-makers, who’d unsettled the crew as they darkly foresaw certain shipmates being swept overboard or suffering some other dire fate. Or disclosing who would not survive a bloody conclusion in an action against the enemy.

Persephone went on, ‘She knew that Eliza Mortimer would not see her eighteenth birthday and forecast that George Broadley would lose his farm before the end of the year. Not only that but—’

‘No.’

‘Thomas. Mrs Garsen is a respectable widow who has the gift of prescience. It wouldn’t do you harm to hear what she has to say, now would it?’

‘I don’t believe in such catblash, Seph.’

‘You did say you’d oblige me in this small thing,’ she said, lifting her chin.

It would not be an easy matter for Kydd to dismiss.
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