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(*indicates fictitious character)

*Sir Thomas Kydd, captain of HMS Tyger

*Nicholas Renzi, Earl of Farndon, friend and former confidential secretary

Tyger, ship’s company

*Bowden, second lieutenant

*Bray, first lieutenant

*Brice, third lieutenant

*Dillon, Kydd’s confidential secretary

*Doud, quartermaster’s mate

*Halgren, coxswain

*Joyce, ship’s master

*Maynard, master’s mate

*Stirk, gunner’s mate

*Pinto, quartermaster

*Herne, boatswain

*Tysoe, Kydd’s manservant

Others

Antonio de Araújo E. Azevedo, foreign minister

*Baldur, Gudthrun, Sigardur, an Icelandic rural family

*Bazely, sloop commander and old friend

Canning, foreign secretrary

Castlereagh, secretary of state for war

*Clarinda, cousin of Persephone 

Dom João, regent of Portugal

Dom Pedro, Portuguese admiral in command the royal fleet

Dom Rodrigo, Portuguese minister for marine commerce

Duke of Portland, Prime Minister of Great Britain

Edward, Duke of Kent, son of George III

*Fookes, Peregrine, MP

*Groos, kaptajn, Kierteminde

Hawkesbury, home secretary

*Jenkins, Josiah, merchant

Jørgen Jørgensen, Protector of Iceland

Junot, French general, attacking Lisbon

*Langton, commander Wasp

*Lockwood, Persephone

*Lockwood, Sir Reginald, retired admiral

Louriçal, Joaquim, First Secretary to Regent Dom João

McMahon, aide to Prince of Wales

Montagu, port admiral, Portsmouth 

*Paulo, Portuguese boy

Pellew, captain, Conqueror 

Perceval, chancellor of exchequer

*Sankey, captain, Royal Yacht Royal Charlotte

Sheridan, playwright, former treasurer, Royal Navy

Smith, Sir Sidney, rear admiral, in command Lisbon squadron

Stephensen, Magnus, Chief Justice of Iceland

Strangford, Lord, British ambassador in Lisbon

Thompson, captain, Foudroyant

Trampe, count, Danish governor of Iceland

Wilberforce, William, MP and leader of movement to abolish slavery

William, Duke of Clarence, son of George III
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In the captain’s cabin of HMS Tyger, Edward Dillon delicately plucked off his opponent’s stones and placed them with the others in the centre of the backgammon board. He paused for a moment, then bore off one of his own for the second time in a row, murmuring apologetically, ‘I’m persuaded my distinguished commander may be distracted.’

‘Oh, forgive me, dear chap,’ Captain Sir Thomas Kydd replied distantly to his confidential secretary, staring out through the stern-windows at the crowded Yarmouth Roads where the rest of the ships that had seized the Danish fleet lay at anchor.

Newly returned from their Baltic deployment with Gambier’s expedition from the North Sea Squadron, Tyger gently heaved at the swell from the east, and with her company on liberty ashore, the ship was quiet. 

While Copenhagen had suffered under a cruel bombardment, the Danish gunboats throwing themselves heroically at the great British fleet and Wellesley decisively beating their army in the field, Tyger had been engaged in the most important job of all – sealing off the scene from any prospect of outside intervention. Now, victualled and watered, she waited for new orders.

‘Shall we remain with the squadron do you think?’ Dillon enquired, as Kydd’s manservant Tysoe brought in sherry and biscuits.

‘Probably not,’ Kydd murmured. ‘Matters are now resolved – pro tem – in these waters.’

With the exception of Portugal and Sweden, the entire seaboard of Europe from end to end was now in Bonaparte’s hands but the ruthless action of the British had not only saved the crucial Baltic trade but had robbed the tyrant of the Danish fleet to use against England. 

An uneasy calm lay upon the world while Napoleon Bonaparte contemplated his next move.

‘I’m sanguine His Lordship will be grateful to lay his head down in peace at his estate,’ Dillon offered.

‘Still more his countess,’ Kydd added. 

Lord Farndon, Kydd’s closest friend, and his wife, who also happened to be Kydd’s sister – had been rescued from the inferno of Copenhagen and carried to England in Tyger but he’d seen them leave with a pang of envy. There was no question in his mind that he, commander of the tautest frigate in His Majesty’s Navy, was blessed, but the intimacy of their happiness had stirred something in him that left him restless. 

It was ludicrous, of course, for as one of the golden frigate captains of the age he had but to step ashore and graciously accept the adulation, lauded as a god of the sea. Yet …

A breathless midshipman appeared at the door, whipping off his round hat. ‘Sir, respects from Mr Maynard an’ the flagship’s mail boat is approaching.’

‘Thank you,’ Kydd acknowledged. ‘Carry on, please,’ he added, as the lad stood irresolute. The youngster blinked, then scurried off.

There had been no need to inform the captain but Kydd knew the reason for it. Any one of the twice-daily deliveries of mail distributed by the fleet post office could bear their orders from the Board of Admiralty, and every man aboard had an interest in what they contained – it could see them halfway across the globe, to the frigid monotony of the Nova Scotia station, the deadly paradise of the Caribbean or cruising athwart lucrative trade routes.

Kydd heard the muffled cry of the hail to the boat, then sensed the bumping of the vessel alongside. 

The officer-of-the-watch himself brought down the much-awaited communication.

As soon as he took it Kydd knew by its thin, single-folded appearance, with no enclosures, that this was no stirring call to a far station. Although signed for, they were not sealed secret orders and almost certainly implied a workaday and unexciting assignment.

‘Shall I?’ Dillon rose to afford Kydd privacy. Maynard remained wordlessly at the door, waiting.

‘No, I shall attend to this later. We’ll finish the game.’

At their crestfallen looks Kydd relented and, with a grin, slit the letter open and read quickly. ‘Ah.’

‘Sir?’ The two voices spoke in unison.

‘Portsmouth for orders.’

It was odd that there was no mention of a flag – the Downs Squadron, Channel Fleet or other. It smacked of a temporary shift of some sort.

‘We’re under sailing orders. I’ll have the Blue Peter aloft if you please, Mr Maynard.’


Chapter 2
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It was a hard beat into the teeth of an early winter westerly. They raised St Helens on a grey morning and, taking his pick of the empty Spithead anchorage, Kydd had his barge quickly in the water manned by a boat’s crew in yellow and black striped jerseys, Tyger’s colours. 

Vice-admiral Montagu had served as far back as the American war, and as an admiral under Howe in the early days of the French wars when Kydd had been a common seaman. He rose to greet Kydd in old-fashioned dress coat and silver stick. ‘So Boney’s in confusion after Copenhagen,’ he remarked amiably.

‘At cruel cost to the Danes,’ Kydd replied.

‘Yes, well, that’s all over. You’re under my command now. Refreshment?’

This was unusual, not to say puzzling. Rather than an interim holding, it appeared to be a formal placement under this admiral’s flag. A port admiral had few men-o’-war of his own and they only for immediate defence of the port, and while these included a pair of frigates, why the famed Tyger?

‘Thank you, sir. Er, in the article of activity against the enemy, what might we expect here as it were?’

‘Sir Thomas, your zeal is a caution to us all. I see that you’ve not yet smoked why you’re here.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Then let me be open with you. Unless the Downs Squadron finds itself in a moil there are no actions anticipated in these waters.’

‘But—’

‘Your appointing is at the gracious behest of their lordships to afford you and your stout ship some belated respite from the rigours of your recent hard-fought encounters. I do advise that you take satisfaction and joy from this notice of their approbation, old chap. Oh, and you have my leave to sleep out of your ship, of course.’

Kydd saw through it. The Tory government was no doubt under pressure following the contentious Copenhagen expedition and found it convenient to flourish a public hero. It would blow over in time and then he’d be back at sea where he belonged. ‘I’m flattered at such attentions, sir. Perhaps I shall go up to London for a mending of the spirit.’ The sooner he did his duty in the way they wanted, the sooner he’d be back aboard.

‘Do so, old fellow, with my blessing. Oh – your ship is stored and watered still?’

‘Sir.’

‘Good. For there’s a little matter that needs attending to before you go to your rest. Bonaparte is much discomfited by our actions in Denmark and is now rattling his sabre, threatening he’ll march on Portugal. We’ve sent a squadron of some force to lie off Lisbon to show everyone which way the wind blows – it’s doubtful this will take more than a week or two and then you’ll be back. My contribution to the cause, as it were.’

This implied a special squadron, one created for a particular service and under direct Admiralty control rather than a station detachment and therefore, its object completed, his early return was assured.

‘Sail at once, sir?’

‘If you would. Just to put in an appearance, is all.’


Chapter 3
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The five-hundred-foot heights of the Cabo da Roca firmed out of the morning mist: the extreme westernmost point of the continent and an unmissable sea-mark of centuries past for the port of Lisbon some few miles further on. And beyond – a British squadron of nine sail-of-the-line under easy canvas squarely across the mouth of the Tagus. The 120-gun Hibernia was an unmistakable bulk in the centre and she flew her colours at the mizzen top-gallant masthead signifying a rear-admiral. After acknowledging Tyger’s salute the flagship hung out the squadron signal to heave to. 

Kydd stepped aboard through Hibernia’s ornamented side port. A slightly built, sensitive-featured and fastidiously dressed admiral waited to greet him. 

Kydd recognised the gifted and bafflingly contrary Sir Sidney Smith immediately. He’d first encountered him commanding at the epic struggle at Acre, which had seen Smith pitted face to face against Napoleon Bonaparte himself in a land battle, the first and last English commander to do so. He had prevailed and Bonaparte, abandoning his army, had fled to France.

They’d met again at the inglorious action a year ago before Constantinople when his genius for irritating his superiors had nearly cost him his flag.

‘A warm action in the Baltic I’ve heard,’ he said distantly, offering his hand with practised hauteur. Kydd was aware that his own knighthood was impeccably English while Smith had not yet been so honoured, instead affecting an earlier Swedish award.

‘As would keep you tolerably entertained in my place, sir,’ Kydd replied evenly.

‘Yes. Well, I won’t pretend that your presence is anything but gratifying but there’s much you need to know before I can let you loose. Come – we haven’t much time.’

The admiral’s quarters were palatial and characteristically in Oriental style with hangings, framed sayings in Arab script and a rich carpet in place of the stern chequerboard deck and polished mahogany of the usual flag-officer cabin.

Settled in a Persian chair, Kydd waited. There was a stately sway as Hibernia took up again on her slow sweep across the Tagus. 

‘What is your conceiving of why we’re here, pray?’ Smith asked.

‘Sir. To make motions off the port of Lisbon that shall cause Bonaparte to reflect on his position.’

‘Wrong in general, wrong in the particulars,’ Smith said crisply. ‘Like all Gambier’s crew you think that Copenhagen has put a stopper on the man’s ambitions. I’ve certain knowledge that he’s made pact with Spain to bring about an end to Portugal as the only nation left in Europe defying him. He’s brought an army from France and means to invade, dividing the spoils with the Spanish.’

‘As I said—’

‘And you were wrong. Here we have your Copenhagen over again. A neutral country with a mad ruler caught between two greater powers – and which possesses a battle fleet that is the greatest prize of all to both. Do we demand of this demented queen she hands over her fleet into our protection before Boney can lay hands on it, or do we set ashore our siege engines for a bombardment and seize it? The country wouldn’t stand for it, of course.’

‘You’re – we’re to see they don’t sail.’

‘Bravo! Our task is to keep watch until Regent Dom João shows his hand. Failing we receive a satisfactory pledge of surety, it will be our melancholy and desperate duty to destroy the fleet where it lies.’

The Tagus was notorious for its sandbanks and currents – this would be no closing under a press of sail in line-of-battle: it could only be fire-ships and boats sent in against ships-of-the-line.

‘A desperate measure indeed, sir.’ Kydd was appalled by the prospect.

‘It shouldn’t be long,’ Smith went on, with a bored expression. ‘General Junot is at Bayonne and has probably marched by now. Dom João must choose his fate very soon.’ 
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