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Who fears to speak of Ninety-Eight?

Who blushes at the name?

When cowards mock at patriots’ fate,

Who hangs his head for shame?

Irish ballad of the 1798 Rebellion


For Jocelyn Andrews who, quite rightly, loves horses


1 The mission of the white cockade

THE stars looked so cold that they might faint out of the sky as I took the road to Fishguard, and gave Mia her head. She was a big mare and used to the greater weight of my father, and now she revelled in her strength as if she knew that in us lay the fate of Ireland, and her hooves beat a rhythmic thunder past the tattered hedges all wreathed and ghostly in sea-mist. Breasting a rise I saw the cold, forbidding country of Pembroke stark white under the full May moon, and to the south the estuary lay in crumpled silver, with Nelson’s twenty-two ships of the line straining at their hawsers, sails unfurling in the storm like tigers raising their hackles for a new spit at the French. But I did not spare them another glance, and drove on with a billow of white dust rising in the wind blustering in from the wastes of the Atlantic, and the roadside trees were flattened into crippledom, with sand sweeping into my face in little needles of pain.

‘Mia, Mia, Mia …!’ I cried above the wind, and reached out, gripping her mane, and she snorted her delight at me, loving this, and tossed the rein, and I felt between my knees the buck and stretch of her, and the heat of her blood, which was one with mine in this mission for my father. Through Johnston we went at full gallop raising the dead with our commotion, with the inn signs creaking for coffin-lids in the storm and the squat houses sitting either side like animals awaiting the spring. On, on to Merlin’s Bridge now, and I knew that if they ambushed us for the truth of the white cockade they would do it short of the town: remembering the ambush I loosened the rapier at the hilt and flattened over Mia’s neck again, crying to her, and the road that unwound before her flying hooves was a snake of purple under the storm-tossed moon.

After another mile on the gallop, I reined her in and we trotted into a woodland clear of the road. Here a brook was foaming, boasting its way to the sea. Going full length beside Mia, I drank deep, then took off my leather doublet and threw it over her flanks, because she was sweating. And while she rested, grazing, I pulled the little flint-lock pistol from the doublet belt and balled and primed it with the horn, and sat in the shadows of the hedge, watching the road. Soon a coach and four greys came pounding for Milford Haven, and I saw the flash of gold braid, the officers of the line: rolling and bucking, it came, with the horses steaming under the whip and the driver battened down against the wind, the rain swishing from his broad-brimmed hat.

When the coach had passed, I looked at the pistol in my hand, recalling that, not a week ago, my father had touched it. Ambushed on this same road to Fishguard, they had shot him in the back, but Mia had held him and brought him at a trot back home. And when they lifted him from the mare he called for me, no other: he called for me and gave me the letter; the white cockade he gave me, too, before he died. And he bid me die for Ireland also, if I did not deliver the letter.

Now there came to me a great emptiness, and I leaned against a tree. And Mia, sensing my loss, came to me then, with her wet muzzle against my face, as horses do in companionship to those they love. This she often did to my father when he was pleased with her.

I would have wept, then, had Mia not been watching: there are disadvantages, I find, in being grown up, for I was seventeen.

‘Away with you, ye skillet,’ I said. ‘Are we hanging around all day?’

Before I remounted I checked the secret slot in Mia’s saddle: the letter for Lord Edward Fitzgerald was still safely there. Putting on my doublet, I adjusted the white cockade at my shoulder. Then I took her on the run, which always delighted her, and she reared up, trying to throw me, pawing the air.

The game was over: flattening her ears she lowered her flanks and we galloped away to the west. The stars were trembling in the storm-swept sky as we raced down the lanes to Fishguard.

For the first time since his death, while Mia could not see, I wept for my father.

OPS/images/cover.jpg
THE WHITE
COCKADE

Alexander Cordell





OPS/images/logo.jpg
H

HODDER &
STOUGHTON





