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‘In quest of Fortune on the faithless Main /

Where Life’s whole Comfort is the hope of Gain …’

Anon. NAVAL CHRONICLE 1801
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*indicates fictitious character

*Sir Thomas Kydd, captain of HMS Tyger, a.k.a. Tom Cutlass

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


	Tyger, ship’s company


	*Bowden
	second lieutenant


	*Bray
	first lieutenant


	*Brice
	third lieutenant


	*Clinton
	captain, Royal Marines


	*Darby
	gunner


	*Dillon
	Kydd’s confidential secretary


	*Doud
	petty officer


	*Gilpin
	midshipman


	*Halgren
	Kydd’s coxswain


	*Herne
	boatswain


	*Joyce
	sailing master


	*Lecky
	able seaman


	*Leech
	temporary sailing master


	*Maynard
	master’s mate


	*Pinto
	quartermaster’s mate


	*Poulden
	petty officer


	*Rowan
	midshipman


	*Scrope
	surgeon


	*Stirk
	gunner’s mate


	*Tysoe
	Kydd’s manservant


	 


	Others


	Allemand
	French admiral based in Toulon


	*Ashley
	broker


	*Bazely
	captain of brig-sloop Lynx


	Bennet
	captain of brig-sloop Fame


	*Bridgman
	lieutenant colonel


	Canning
	secretary of state for foreign affairs


	Castlereagh
	secretary of state for war


	*Cecilia
	Kydd’s sister and Countess of Farndon


	Charles
	archduke of Austria


	Cochrane-Johnstone
	Cochrane’s uncle and share broker


	Cochrane
	captain of frigate Imperieuse


	Collingwood
	commander-in-chief Mediterranean 


	*Congalton
	Foreign Office


	Duhesme
	French garrison commander, Barcelona


	*Finkelstein
	finance director, Thiers Oder merchant bank, Basel


	*Fookes
	MP, a.k.a. Prinker 


	*Friedrich
	Markgraf of Skalvia, House of Haart


	Gambier
	commander-in-chief, Channel Fleet


	Ganteaume
	French admiral in Brest


	Hammond
	permanent under secretary of state for foreign affairs


	*Harrison
	treasury agent


	Harvey
	rear-admiral, commanded Temeraire at Trafalgar 


	Huskisson
	junior secretary to the treasury


	*Jago
	under-steward, Eskdale Hall


	*Jones
	firemaster, Furnace


	*Köhler
	the general secretary of Goldstein


	*Laughton
	Richard, Renzi’s younger brother


	*Matcham
	society hostess


	*Meyrick
	financier, Sacher-Wilms 


	*Moffatt
	captain of brig-sloop Culdrose


	Moorsom
	captain of fireship Furnace 


	Mulgrave
	first lord of the Admiralty


	O’Daly
	colonel in Spanish service 


	*Pambouki
	Armenian financier


	*Parrell
	British quartermaster liaison officer to army in Catalonia


	Perceval
	chancellor of the exchequer


	*Persephone
	Lady Kydd, Kydd’s wife 


	Portland
	prime minister


	Reille
	French general in Catalonia


	*Schäuble
	financial director of Goldstein


	Saint-Cyr
	French marshal in Catalonia


	*Tayler
	broker at Lloyd’s


	Troude
	French commodore in Lorient


	*Úr Hübner
	Goldstein financier


	Wellesley
	general, future Duke of Wellington


	Willaumez
	commander Brest squadron
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London, spring 1809

‘My dears! So amiable in you to grace us with your presence,’ purred Lucinda Matcham, eyeing Lady Kydd’s sheer muslin dress, exquisitely ruched with silver ribbon. She turned to Sir Thomas Kydd, the impeccably attired naval captain in Town for the Season. ‘And to have you attend, sir, a sea hero of the age – as shall have them all talking for a month, I do declare!’

It was no small coup to have been invited by the noted society hostess and Kydd bowed with a smile, quite aware of the picture he and Persephone made.

‘You are acquainted with my particular friend, Lord Farndon, Mrs Matcham?’ He gestured to the tall gentleman standing nearby with his wife, her handsome dark looks drawing admiring glances, too. Lady Farndon was Kydd’s sister, Cecilia. He and Persephone were staying with them at their Mayfair town house.

The two men’s friendship had sprung from their time before the mast together, many years before.

‘Not as well as I should like,’ Lucinda said, raising her quizzing glass, ‘as it must be admitted he’s too retiring in society for his own good. We sometimes don’t see him for months on end, he rusticating on his estate as he’s wont to do. You really should get him out more, Cecilia dear.’

The exquisitely furnished drawing room, with its gold mirrors and ornaments in the finest porcelain, resounded to a well-bred hum of polite conversation.

‘I make it my purpose to bring together those at a similar éclat in society – I find it answers well in the article of social intercourse,’ Lucinda continued.

Meaning those lately in the public eye, Kydd mused. Others would be mercilessly cut as their usefulness receded.

‘Ah, here is Colonel Bridgman, late of Corunna,’ she said, with suitable awe. ‘He is reviving still from his experience, poor lamb! Have you met Sir Thomas, at all?’

‘Dear lady.’ The aristocratic officer bowed. ‘Well I know this sea gentleman. He stood upon the quarterdeck of the last ship to leave upon granting deliverance to we still alive in that species of Purgatory.’

Their hostess watched in satisfaction as they shook hands in quiet remembrance.

Bridgman turned politely to Persephone. ‘Have you ever been to Spain, Lady Kydd? With its mountains and deserts, not a prospect for a gentlewoman, I’m persuaded.’

‘Rather more of Portugal, sir.’

‘Oh?’

‘As being promised a passage back to England upon Lisbon being taken by the French, a faithless brute left me to journey overland on foot to Oporto, an adventure I vow sets me beside those on the road to Corunna.’

‘Goodness me. Did you ever think of confronting the wretch on your return?’

‘I did so, Colonel – and as a measure of retribution I married him. And now he must do as he’s bade.’

Others about the room glanced towards the burst of laughter resulting.

Lucinda put her hand on Kydd’s arm. ‘We always have a lively admiration for your Jack Tar, Sir Thomas. This night there’s more than a few at my little gathering, you’ll notice.’ She swept across the room and ushered over a bemused gentleman. ‘And here’s one – I’m sure you’ve much to talk about!’

Kydd bowed politely to Mulgrave, first lord of the Admiralty. But what small-talk could he conjure to engage the attention of the brightest star in the firmament of the Royal Navy’s administration?

Persephone came to his rescue. ‘Sir, you’ve no conception how delightful it’s been to have my husband to myself since he returned from Iberia.’ Her dazzling smile was irresistible.

‘Why, madam, it is the god of war who disposes such things, not my own humble self,’ he answered smoothly.

Kydd had escorted the Corunna convoy with its cargo of suffering back to Plymouth and since then had been awaiting orders. The Admiralty, in turn, was looking to the government of the day to decide what the future held – a complete evacuation of the Iberian peninsula to cut losses or a forlorn seaborne support for Lisbon to keep Wellesley in his token toehold on the continent.

Before Mulgrave could go on they were interrupted by their hostess tinkling a silver bell above the noise of the gathering. ‘Supper! Supper, children …’

The servants began refreshing glasses and the dice players from the rooms above processed down the stairs.

‘Oh! I wonder who that is,’ Persephone whispered, in a curious tone, to Kydd, who wheeled about to see a figure of striking patrician bearing. Inches taller than six feet, the man had unrestrained red hair and a lean but well-muscled body. His eyes darted about the room as if to search out a hidden enemy. Of the same age as Kydd, he was undeniably a handsome creature and held Persephone’s attention.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Kydd answered gruffly, put out that his wife should make notice of another man.

‘Er, do excuse me,’ Mulgrave said, and joined the gentleman. Glances were thrown in Kydd’s direction, then the first lord brought him over.

‘A distinct pleasure, if not honour, to be the one to make introduction of you both,’ Mulgrave said smugly. ‘As it sets me to the blush who might first be introduced to whom.’

‘Fire away, sir,’ the red-haired gentleman said airily. ‘As I’ve a notion while we’ve never met we do know of each other.’

‘Very well. Lord Cochrane – of Speedy as was – do meet Sir Thomas Kydd of Tyger.’

So this was the Wolf of the Seas, as Napoleon was calling him, the officer famed for taking his tiny brig-sloop against a Spanish xebec frigate boldly to make boarding with every man he had, except the surgeon left on the wheel – and prevailing. Kydd had heard of the fellow but their wakes had never crossed.

He acknowledged the recognition with a bow. ‘The honour quite mine, my lord.’

‘The vanquisher of three frigates at once off Prussia? I must dispute your judgement, sir.’ There was no change in the cool expression.

‘Your cruise in Pallas has been well remarked, sir,’ Persephone put in demurely.

Cochrane’s spectacular career on the Spanish coast, with its rich haul of prizes, had taken place while Kydd was striving to get his first frigate command manned and ready for sea, to take part in the climactic Trafalgar battle.

‘I rather fancy Imperieuse is outshining even her, dear lady. Although what I shall do now the Spanish are no longer rightful prey I have no idea. What are you up to these days, Kydd?’

‘Since the Cádiz Inshore Squadron is no more, I fear I’m wasting my days in idleness.’

‘Which cannot in any wise be countenanced,’ Mulgrave put in unexpectedly.

‘Sir?’

‘As you will be so informed in the very near future, gentlemen. The cabinet has decided that our reversal of fortune at Corunna should not be seen as anything more than a temporary check to our aspirations on the Continent. They desire to assume an offensive posture before the world and what better than to dispatch our two most distinguished frigate captains to the enemy shore to wreak havoc together? Gentlemen, your orders are being prepared, as I speak, for you to join Admiral Collingwood in Minorca for this very purpose.’

As they stared at him, he continued, ‘And may I wish you both the greatest of good fortune in your endeavours?’

He took his leave and was lost in the throng.

‘So – the Med again,’ Cochrane said, with relish. ‘To lay the French by the tail as is the duty of all red-blooded Englishmen.’

Persephone said nothing but her grip on Kydd’s arm tightened.

‘You’re ready for the fray, Kydd?’

‘Tyger and I both. You?’

‘Imperieuse down to a split yarn to sail.’

‘In Plymouth?’

‘Aye.’

‘And Tyger.’

‘Then why do we wait?’ Cochrane said imperiously. ‘I’ve a crack frigate wants to smell salt water and rather fancy my pick of the berths in Mahon. As arriving first, that is.’

‘I rather think not,’ Kydd came back. ‘Tyger’s accounted a flyer in anything of a fresh gale, which is your Biscay and Atlantic both this time of year.’

‘Oh? Then do recollect that Imperieuse knows the way, dear fellow.’

‘And is Spanish-built and light in the scantlings, a sad liability in serious weather.’

Cochrane paused and narrowed his eyes. ‘Why, this sounds very like a challenge, sir.’

‘The first to make Port Mahon?’

‘Hook touches bottom, stand down sea watches? I’ve ten guineas that it’s Imperieuse.’

‘And double that says it’ll be Tyger,’ Kydd found himself saying. Beside him came a sharp intake of breath from Persephone.

‘My, and you’re a chancer, Kydd. And I like that in a frigate man – you’re on!’
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‘It’ll cost ye, cully!’ the old man cried, leading a nervous piebald gelding into the dark stableyard, then backing it into the shafts of a gig. It was past midnight and Kydd had thought he’d never get away from the designing Lucinda Matcham. What had made him wager such a sum against a thorough-going seaman like Cochrane he had no idea but, be damned to it, he’d see it through – and every minute counted.

A sleepy-eyed ostler appeared and completed the rig, stepping back as they clambered aboard.

Kydd’s plan was to cheat the hideous traffic of the day by a speedy trot through the near-deserted pre-dawn streets to reach the outer edge of the capital and its transport to the west. There, he’d hire a fast post-chaise and have the jump by half a night on Cochrane.

The old man lit the candles of the twin riding lanterns, then held out his hand meaningfully. He’d been gulled before by harum-scarum dandy prats of the fancy taking his beauties for a night-time dash of high bobbery. While these two didn’t seem the sort, he wasn’t taking chances.

Kydd found his price and was handed a whip. The horse was jibbing, snorting, and took some coaxing to bring out through the gates on to the highway, but Kydd was having none of it and tooled the gig around for the run to the bridge and away.

It was harder than he’d imagined: only some of the streets had any kind of lighting, and but for a sulky moon, he would have been forced to a walk. He brought the beast up to a trot and when the bridge loomed it was thankfully ablaze with pillared lights, but there was a marked thickening of traffic that had him weaving through perilously.

He glanced at Persephone next to him, bundled under a rug the ostler had provided. She smiled back at him happily and his heart went out to her. If there was any kind of adventure to be had with him, she’d do anything not to miss it.

The traffic gave out on the other side but so did the lights. Undismayed, Kydd cracked on, making good speed, the clatter of hoofs echoing back from darkened buildings with an occasional white flash of a staring face.

On one corner he misjudged the angle and the vehicle swayed and skidded, the horse whinnying in terror. Persephone leaned over gently and took the reins. ‘Let me give you a rest, my darling,’ she said, addressing herself to the terrified beast. It quietened at her touch and they stepped lively onward.

As they arrived the post-house was waking, and a hire was arranged in a remarkably business-like manner, which puzzled Kydd. After they’d started out at a smart clip Persephone, clutching his arm with sparkling eyes, laughed, ‘Silly billy – he thinks we’re eloping!’

They slept through the first stage snuggled under Kydd’s boat cloak, then enjoyed the early spring English countryside slipping by until suddenly it was Exeter and the Plymouth road. They changed horses at Ivybridge for the last stage – Persephone was not going to leave him until she had to.

As they ground off, Kydd roused himself to consider his next move. Tyger was moored in Plymouth Sound, conveniently close to the Lambhay victualling yard. They’d arrive in the late afternoon, and if he was quick, he could get his warrants in for a quick storing foreign, and at the same time be at his watering. He’d long ago replenished powder and shot, which was the most time-consuming, and Bray, his first lieutenant, could be relied upon to have the ship in fine trim for a rapid departure.

Say, two, three days?

Kydd held his impatience as they wound down the last hill before he could get a good view of the sprawl of shipping. He sought out Tyger, serene and graceful, and gave a sigh as he always did when returning to her. And Imperieuse would be somewhere on this side of the harbour.

Leaving Persephone to ransack the shops for his cabin stores – and some warmer clothing for herself – he took a wherry out to his command, leaping up the side-steps in his eagerness. When he appeared unannounced, there was only a surprised Brice, officer-of-the-day, to meet him.

‘Where’s Imperieuse lie?’ Kydd demanded.

Wordlessly Brice pointed with his telescope.

Kydd knew the ship but had never paid her much attention until now. An eighteen-pounder fifth-rate, like themselves, a rather high beakhead and more ornamentation than he favoured – but otherwise as near as possible a precise equal.

‘Is her captain on board?’

‘Um, no, sir. In London upon business, I believe.’ It was the job of every officer-of-the-day in harbour to acquaint himself with the ebb and flow of captains in case a senior officer was needed for some duty or other.

Kydd beamed. He’d done it! ‘I’m to be told the moment he’s back aboard.’

‘Aye aye, sir.’

‘Ship is under sailing orders, Mr Brice.’

This was a serious matter: every man now had the duty to be at his post when required to sail, his liberty curtailed, the Blue Peter at the masthead for all to see. Yet another of His Majesty’s Ships upon some grave occasion of war.

The store demands went in, and Lambhay was used to ships in a hurry. An offer of extra hands from Tyger to expedite matters was duly accepted, and in the morning storing ship was put in train. And still no Cochrane!

Drake’s Leat provided their water and the boatswain’s requisites were delivered promptly before noon, gunner’s spares and sailmaker’s extras following soon after.

Persephone returned on board with Tysoe carrying parcels and set about Kydd’s cabin, an affecting and enduring feminine touch for him in her absence.

‘Sir?’ The watch messenger stood in the doorway. ‘Mr Brice’s respects an’ the captain of Imperieuse has just gone on board.’

Kydd hurried up to the quarterdeck to see Cochrane and others quickly going below. Minutes later her Blue Peter soared up. Kydd looked at his watch. Fourteen hours behind. A half-day at ten knots – that put Tyger ahead, something like twice the distance from Cádiz to Gibraltar! 

The Tygers worked hard: it seemed their ship had been chosen for some desperate mission and they weren’t about to let her down.

Not until the afternoon were victuallers seen around Imperieuse – Cochrane obviously hadn’t been able to prime Lambhay in time. Kydd almost felt sorry for him: he himself could look to putting to sea on the evening tide on the morrow and be somewhere south of Brest before his rival could even consider setting sail.
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