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Chapter One 

December 1796: With the approach of a new year, at home in England the name of John Pearce lay on the lips of a number of people: with one other it was thoughts, and these were filled with hate. Henry Dundas, Minister of War in the government of William Pitt, was the most commanding of the vocal participants, and he was talking to Samuel Oliphant, a confidential agent he had employed on more than one occasion.

They were discussing the high-value cargo of silver Pearce, in command of HMS Hazard, had taken when capturing a Spanish frigate, the Santa Leocadia, not that he’d done so alone. He’d been in the company of the frigate HMS Lively, under her aristocratic and well-connected captain, Lord Langholm, this just one of the factors complicating matters in what to do about it.

At the time of the action Spain had still, officially, been part of the coalition of European nations fighting the upheavals unleashed by Revolutionary France. John Pearce and Samuel Oliphant, both engaged in a secret mission on behalf of Dundas, had discovered incontrovertible proof of the Spanish intention to desert its allies and side with the French. The decision had already been taken in Madrid, enshrined in a binding, signed but secret treaty, action only awaiting the arrival of a cargo of silver coming from South America.

‘The salts on the Board of Admiralty are in a bit of a bind thanks to Langholm,’ Dundas admitted with a wry smile. ‘They can’t sanction Pearce and court martial him, which a majority are fixated on, without including Langholm in the process.’

‘From what I hear, he’s done his best to ditch Pearce while covering his own back.’

‘He most certainly has, and I’m only able to speculate on the contents. But I’m sure if you were to read it carefully, it would hint at grounds for the Board of Admiralty to exonerate Pearce, no doubt composed with the aim of claiming, should it be forthcoming, half of any prize money. Our noble lord will have based his ability to escape censure on the grounds that, given I’d got an Admiralty pennant for him, Pearce had the power to ignore his orders . . . ’

‘A fact Langholm acknowledged.’

The look on Dundas’s face told Oliphant his employer was unused to being interrupted but there was no verbal rebuke, more an explanation delivered in a weary tone.

‘Such a pennant and the freedom it bestows are rarely granted, which even you must be aware of. Trouble is, certain people are now demanding to know why he was sailing under such a rare and unusual flag, indeed, why he had a ship at all.’

‘Because of the silver?’ Oliphant asked.

‘Of course. I doubt Spain betraying its allies would have raised questions as to how the information was acquired. But your silver adds a whole new dimension to the affair.’

The following pensive silence was eloquent enough, foretelling difficulties not hitherto considered. At the demand of Dundas, the navy had reluctantly provided John Pearce with command of the fourteen-gun brig HMS Hazard. He and Oliphant had been sent to the French-Spanish border to find out what the Dons were up to since they had made peace, bringing to an end the so-called War of the Pyrenees, a border conflict in which the Spaniards had taken a drubbing.

Added to this was the aforesaid pennant, which allowed Pearce to ignore instructions from superiors, up to and including admirals; necessary, Dundas thought, given he would be sailing through the waters off Brittany. This was an area well policed by the Royal Navy seeking to keep watch on the movements of the French fleet and their main naval base of Brest. The pennant would prevent anyone interfering with the mission or demanding to know what orders they had, which would reveal Dundas’s involvement. Ordinarily nothing to be concerned about, the cargo of silver, valued in excess of two hundred thousand pounds, which the actions of the two naval officers had secured, changed the perception of the mission.

‘Has a decision been made about the silver?’

Dundas shook his head. ‘Not a decision, but certainly a lot of opinions are being aired about how it should be dealt with. One doing the asking is the Lord Chancellor, who is very unhappy at the notion of the Santa Leocadia being declared a prize. He is pushing to have it and its cargo declared droits of the Crown.’

‘What does that mean?’ asked Oliphant, adding, in response to a raised eyebrow, ‘I have a stake in the prize money, not very much of one I’ll grant you, but still a worthwhile sum.’

‘For the crew, of which I’m assuming you were put down as being part of, it means nothing will come their way. Both ships’ captains will get a reward, but it will be to the tune of a couple thousand guineas each, instead of the customary three eighths of the total value.’

‘That’s robbery.’

Dundas smiled wolfishly. ‘Some say it’s what we in government do.’

‘Can you not stop it,’ Oliphant protested.

‘I would refrain from doing so on your behalf or, for that matter, Pearce’s. You don’t go lightly up against the government’s top law officer. But I suspect some of my fellow cabinet members will use the case to try and wheedle out what you two were doing gadding about off the coast of our unreliable Spanish ally.’

Oliphant was not tempted to wonder at these kinds of enquiries. Dundas was, by a mile, the most devious politician in the Tory cabinet, a man who shared his secrets only with the prime minister, William Pitt, and even then there were some doubts he was fully open. He also carried the reputation of being the most unprincipled member of the government, using his position to promote his adherents.

Thanks to powers given to him by Pitt, he had the authority to grant sinecures to those who would support him, while employing his wiles to bring down or deny the same to his and the government’s political opponents. Since no available post went without a number of competing interests—who would not want a job carrying a government stipend but no actual work or responsibility—he had no difficulty in making enemies. When it came to personal enrichment, of which he was regularly accused, this could rarely be done without someone else suffering deprivation, another reason for any number of people to hate and damn him. There was, Dundas claimed in his more reflective moments, a whole industry intent on bringing him down.

‘Given the way Spain has behaved, could you not just tell them?’

Oliphant got a jaundiced look then, even if he had a valid point. Manuel Godoy, the treacherous first minister of Spain and no lover of Britannia, was responsible for the secret treaty with the French. But with matters not going well in Italy and on the Rhine, the loss of Spain and its navy was a serious blow, while its army was now free to attack and besiege Gibraltar, increasing pressure on an overstretched Royal Navy.

‘Tell my colleagues I used money from the secret fund to spy on an ally?’ Dundas mused. ‘Would it not lead them to wonder how much I employed to spy on them?’

‘Godoy gave you good grounds for suspicion.’

‘You’re right. I can justify being mistrustful of Spain, but what you do not see is the dangers of being frank in this. It’s bound to set in motion enquiries into all the other places where I’ve used government funds to ensure the country is not at the mercy of unforeseen developments. To account for all the sums employed on clandestine business would be impossible.’

Or, Samuel Oliphant surmised, money you might have used to bribe people, as well as all the places where you used the power you hold to shore up party advantage. Perhaps it was the slightly smug expression these thoughts engendered that turned Dundas to another matter. It was one on which he had previously engaged Oliphant and, for the first time, John Pearce, sending them on a mission which eventually took them to the French capital.

‘Which brings to my mind matters in France’ was a point not raised with anything approaching satisfaction. ‘Despite your glowing report of a lively opposition to the regicides of Paris, I discern, despite the sums expended, no active opposition to their tyranny, and, even worse, there’s a chance emerging the French will poke their oar into matters in Ireland, which, I need hardly point out, are bad enough.’

Immediately on the back foot, Oliphant felt it best to look confused, as though he could not understand what Dundas was driving at. He and Pearce had been sent to find and encourage those who wished to reverse the overthrow of the Bourbon monarchy, but matters had not gone as desired, quite the reverse. Yet, arriving back in London before John Pearce, Oliphant, given his own desire for continued employment, had painted a glowing portrait of a strong counter-revolutionary movement just waiting to seize power. Pearce, even knowing it to be highly unlikely, had reluctantly agreed not to question this assessment, achieved more by silence than open collusion.

As to Ireland, trouble had been brewing there ever since the Americans sloughed off the British monarchy, only to seriously deepen after the French Revolution. It had gotten to the point where so-called patriotic leagues were openly parading in armed gatherings, while the more unruly elements were espousing an armed insurrection. Oliphant knew an excuse was required, and one was swiftly produced by a man who was a master of quick thinking, a trait honed by many years of covert activity.

‘The French who support a restoration exist in a world of great personal danger, Mr Dundas. I would suggest they will not act, nor put their heads above the parapet, until they’re sure they can succeed.’

‘Well, they’re taking a damn sight too long for my money.’

‘Droits of the Crown?’ Oliphant asked, desperate to bring matters back to the original nature of the discussion, the present one being very uncomfortable. ‘Can the Lord Chancellor’s opinion be ignored?’

‘We will just have to wait and see,’ was the enigmatic and unsatisfactory response.

The other place the name John Pearce was being discussed was in the offices of his prize agent, Alexander Davidson, the other person in the room being Emily Barclay, asked to call, given her very close connection to the man in question. 

‘I hesitated to bring this matter to your attention, Mrs Barclay, but I do have instructions from Lieutenant Pearce to consult you on any matters requiring a quick decision, one beyond his power to make due to time and distance. Also, in the event of him coming to any harm, you are named as his beneficiary.’

Emily knew what Davidson meant: it was a way of alluding to the possibility Pearce might be killed. She didn’t know if she should be angry or grateful, given the trouble she’d gone to in ensuring her relationship with her lover, if not a completely watertight secret, was far from common knowledge and thus not the subject of gossip. As the widowed wife of the late Captain Ralph Barclay, Emily did not want it known she had left her husband many months before he was killed. This might draw people to the conclusion he was not the father of Adam, the son she had borne following her affair with the boy’s real father.

Such scandalous behaviour would make her a social pariah and condemn the boy to excoriation through his life, as the product of an adulterous liaison as well as the charge of bastardy. A subject politely ignored in aristocratic circles—there was a whole raft of known illegitimate royal offspring, including half a dozen brats sired by the Duke of Clarence—it was heavily frowned upon in other segments of the populace.

Davidson, who also handled Emily Barclay’s own considerable inheritance, would have had to be blind not to make the connection between them, but at least she could rely on his discretion. So she nodded and asked the purpose, then listened to the tale of the Santa Leocadia, some details of the battle which had ensued, and what it had carried in its hold. She also heard of the circumstances in which it had been taken, which rendered that taking questionable.

‘I have irrefutable evidence a secret treaty of cooperation between France and Spain had already been signed at San Ildefonso.’ This producing a look of ignorance, Davidson added, ‘It’s the Spanish Royal Palace outside Madrid.’

‘Which,’ Emily pointed out, ‘does not explain your asking me to comment on it.’

‘I have heard certain members of the government are inclined, given the silver was taken from a country still technically an ally, to claim the value as droits of the Crown.’

‘I’m bound to ask how you know this?’

‘Mrs Barclay, it is my job to know what is going on in certain quarters, so I can properly look after the interests of my clients.’

‘Droits of the Crown you will have to explain.’

‘It’s a term used in law, which refers to certain customary perquisites, formerly belonging to the office of the Lord High Admiral of England.’

‘I was unaware such an office existed.’

‘It doesn’t and hasn’t for over a hundred years. The last holder was King James when he was Duke of York. Now income from such an office goes to the Crown and is paid into the Exchequer. The term “droits,” better described in modern terms as “rights,” covers a great deal of things such as salvage and flotsam, which are of no concern here. But it does apply to what can be termed treasure. In such a case as the one before us, the government could invoke the clause of a ship seized at sea in error. The question, and it’s a pressing one, is should a campaign be launched to fight against such an action, given there are successful precedents.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘Spain negotiated in secret with the French. The treaty, as I said, was already signed, only awaiting the right circumstances for implementation. We are talking of a country more usually an enemy of Britannia than a friend and one for which the population of Britain has no affection, quite the reverse. To most of our fellow countrymen, the danger posed by the Armada could have been yesterday. It can therefore be posited we are dealing with Iberian treachery, thus the public mood could be raised to outrage, when and if it becomes known the men who held up this act of pure deceit are being denied fair reward.’

Ever practical, Emily asked. ‘Would such a campaign be expensive?’

‘It’s too early to say, but once launched, such things can rapidly escalate out of control.’

‘And how much are we talking of? I mean the silver.’

‘Something in excess of two hundred thousand pounds. We are speculating, in the case of Lieutenant Pearce, since he was in company with another ship, of him receiving a three-eighth share of half the value, which would be something in the region of twenty-five thousand pounds.’

Emily Barclay could not be open and say why such a sum, truly a fortune, might be the answer to a great number of problems, for both her and the man she loved, but it left her in no doubt what John would want. Given his character, the fight would appeal to him more than the money. Yet to respond too quickly was unwise: she had to be seen to give the matter serious consideration, thus what followed was half a minute of deep reflection. It was resolved with a determined point of view.

‘Then it must be co-founded, so you must tell me what steps you intend to take.’

Davidson, who would also gain substantially for a successful claim, likewise took time before answering. ‘I propose to begin a public campaign on behalf of Lieutenant Pearce to be granted what is his due, while seeking cooperation with Lord Langholm’s prize agents to cover a portion of the costs. Do I have your permission to use the funds I already hold on his account for the purpose?’

‘This falls within your instructions?’

Davidson was firm in his reply. ‘It does, and you may see them if you wish.’

‘I don’t see that as necessary, so proceed by all means. And should you require more, you may call upon me to help, discreetly of course.’

If you excluded the number of times he spent mumbling to himself, the third person was not talking about John Pearce. Yet there was rarely a day, and often an hour in the day, when his name did not enter the thinking of the smuggler Franklin Tolland, to produce curses rising to a stream of blasphemy at his present lot. HMS Ardent, the ship in which he was confined as a pressed seaman, was pounding up and down the North Sea, in the generally foul December weather. She was part of a blockading fleet tasked with containing the Dutch enemy in their Amsterdam harbour, while also being ready to give battle if the enemy ventured out. 

Franklin had been made aware his elder brother, Jaleel, had deserted from HMS Director within a week of the event, the news coming through the usual grapevine of boat crews manning their captains’ barges. These men bore their charges in an endless round of ship visiting, as commanding officers entertained each other to dinner or to a conference with their admiral.

Given there had been no report of Jaleel being had up, it seemed safe to assume he had got clean away, for which his younger brother felt relieved. Deserting the navy in wartime was a dangerous game, both in getting off the ship and staying free once ashore, there being a cash reward for return. Failure meant being brought back aboard the ship to be, as an example, flogged near to expiry in front of their shipmates. In some cases, where crimes had accompanied a deserter’s attempt to escape, it was a rope from the yardarm, with the body left to dangle for days as a warning to the whole fleet.

Franklin Tolland’s mind naturally became fixated on what steps Jaleel would take to get him free, for there was no way he would leave his younger sibling to moulder. They had a bond which transcended the mere fact of being kin; if anything, Jaleel had been as much a father as a brother, an easy role to occupy in the absence of a proper parent of either sex. Care had begun when Franklin was still a child and continued until he was old enough to participate in the smuggling by which the brothers had gone on to make a profitable living.

Successful in the business of running contraband over several years, this had all disappeared when they found themselves embroiled with a robbing navy bastard called John Pearce. He had stolen both the ship they owned and its valuable cargo, an act which left Jaleel Tolland consumed with the need for redress above all else. Every penny they possessed was tied up in what had gone missing, so he wanted nothing less than the thief’s body, stripped of its flesh over hours of torture, left hanging from a tree.

Yet what was seen as righteous vengeance proved far from simple to bring about, Pearce proving to be a hard man to find and even harder to kill. Twice he had evaded their clutches. Worse, it was down to the same villain that both brothers, as well as the crew of their replacement ship, had ended up as so-called ‘volunteers’ in Admiral Duncan’s North Sea fleet. Even more galling, Pearce had filched the second vessel and its cargo in the process, no doubt to once more sell and line his own pockets.

Not that they had accepted their fate. The original plan to get themselves free had centred on Jaleel’s intention to make HMS Bedford, the ship into which Pearce had decanted the brothers and their men, so unmanageable and the crew so fractious, it would be forced to return to the River Thames. From there, the possibility existed of either getting ashore or communicating with their financial backer and secret partner in the trade.

A rich London businessman and a member of the Court of Alderman, he had bought them out of naval bondage once already and would do so again for the sake of his own profit. Should he demure, he would be reminded it would also save his own neck from the rope, keeping undisclosed certain bloody acts the Tolland brothers had carried out on his behalf.

To this end they, along with a group of two dozen hard-bargain smugglers, had set out to terrorise the crew of Bedford. The first act was to knife and chuck overboard a particularly mouthy bosun’s mate, who had made the mistake of using a knotted rope starter on Jaleel, a man with a ferocious temper and no compunction about killing. While the act had to be concealed from authority, it also needed to be made known to their new shipmates so all would be made aware of the price of crossing these new arrivals.

The aim then was to work on the cowed or openly disgruntled lower deck tars, to magnify their grievances, of which they had many, even in a newly built vessel, HMS Ardent being no more than six months off the slipway. Discontent was many times more febrile in those in need of repair—ships which had been at sea for years, taking in water through overworked hulls to make winter life, already uncomfortable, a misery.

But the main complaints had no connection to weather or damp. Pay had not risen by as much as a penny farthing in near a hundred and fifty years. Poor victualling made for a disconsolate life, with beef and pork in the barrel often rotten and near inedible; this added, especially at the time of year, to a poor and intermittent supply of anything fresh in the way of greens.

Harsh discipline and excessive flogging by some hard-horse captains could be added to a heady mix of objections, like the need to pay, out of their poor wages, for the clothing necessary to ward off the cold. Then there was the near theft of false purser’s weights, which gave fourteen ounces to the pound, not sixteen, on its own enough to render anyone mutinous, especially when it came to the measuring out of tobacco.

Another grievance, which extended to the majority of the seamen in the fleet, who were volunteers not pressed men, was the lack of shore leave. His Majesty’s warships were now sheathed with coppered bottoms, so they no longer needed to be regularly brought into the dockyard to have their hulls scraped for barnacles. The concomitant of this was long periods spent at sea and no chance to maintain contact with kith and kin.

Jaleel, in counting all these, had reckoned it was possible, with a ship’s company already unhappy, to so work on their gripes that they might be brought to the point where they might refuse to obey their officers. His aim had been thwarted by the Bedford’s captain, Sir Thomas Byard, a wily man with a nose for dissent and an even sharper gift when it came to indiscipline. He, with the blessing of Admiral Duncan, had arranged to disperse the Tolland gang throughout the fleet, with a particular aim to separate the brothers from not only their men but each other.

Not as murderous as the now departed Jaleel, Franklin was no slouch when it came to stirring up trouble. Since they’d been separated and sent to different ships, he had sought to carry forward the design of sowing dissension on the lower deck, of the kind to make Ardent just as ungovernable. Yet it was slow going, especially at sea, where the greatest concern right now was to stay warm and dry, not easy in a ship often shipping water through its hatches so it was ever damp below decks.

But he also reckoned it was far from wise to rely solely on either this or Jaleel, by some contrivance, getting him free, there being too many imponderables. Off his ship he might be, but did he have freedom of action, was he even still alive and well, had he made contact with Denby Carruthers in London? So Franklin had seen the need to contrive another plan, one based soundly on another’s greed.

Where he and his half of the Tolland smuggling crew had come from was no secret, very little was in a battle fleet, so he had a set of tars wary of them as a group. He’d also gone to work on Posner, the ship’s purser, sure in the knowledge there was not a purser born who could avoid the label of being an avaricious bastard. The move, at first gentle, played on him being known as no ordinary seaman. So, was it not to be expected, as a long-time and successful smuggler, that he might be the owner of substantial hidden assets? He then dropped a hint of being a fellow with many rich connections.

As a breed, pursers were always wont to claim they lived on the cusp of penury, while it was true they were engaged in chancy business. They provided for the needs of the crew, then indented a Navy Board for reimbursement and they were rarely swift to meet their bill. Thus, self-preservation was built into the system, the first job of a purser being to protect himself from bankruptcy. This he achieved by charging premium prices for everything, down to the provision of wood for stoves and candles for light, both essential at this time of year.

The peak of interest occurred when Franklin referred, without naming him, to his partner in smuggling being a City of London businessman, one who had the power to confer profitable positions on men he could trust. To the ears of Posner, a fellow ever worried about financial security, this was a bait to which he could not fail to respond. Thus Franklin, unlike most and over time, was made welcome in his quarters cum storeroom.

The provision of free tobacco was an inducement to be open about this city gent, but Franklin demurred, only obliging when he sensed rising impatience. Even then, what he revealed was drawn out as he described the activities of Alderman Denby Carruthers, or at least those of which he had some knowledge. He did not mention said alderman was also capable, if not of committing murder, of sanctioning it, as he had in the case of his unfaithful young wife.

Given it was the Tolland brothers who had done the deed on his behalf, they had on Carruthers more than just a common interest in profit. The connection and its possible benefits would have to be carefully employed, but it took no great wit to get Posner to compose a letter, one the purser would either send ashore on the almost daily postal packet or take himself when he went to the naval stores in Harwich to top up his stock.

In Posner’s hand it was not subject to being read by an officer prior to delivery, and it was one which would surreptitiously alert Carruthers to his plight. Naturally, it was a missive in which Posner’s own sagacity and fitness for advancement had to be emphasised. It suggested all means possible should be employed to get an unnamed Franklin Tolland free, which the purser saw as only fair.










Chapter Two 

Lieutenant John Pearce was aware patience was not a virtue with which he was overly endowed and, as of this moment, it was being sorely tested. It seemed an age since he’d been told he was to face a court martial for his actions off Bastia, so to be stuck in an anteroom while other cases, regardless of how trivial, preceded his, amounted to a form of torment. He could only believe the commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, who had set up the court and dictated the schedule, would be enjoying any discomfort caused to an officer he manifestly despised.

With him was his first lieutenant, Isaac Hallowell, whose logs, like those of his captain, were available to be examined by the court. One of the tasks of the premier in a ship of war was to keep a record of events so this could be set against that which the captain entered in his own. Under normal circumstances there should have been another lieutenant present, one who would act as an advocate for the defence, but a request from the court for one to step forward had met with a poor response. It was, in fact, no response at all; defending John Pearce was not a task, it seemed, which would stand as a positive mark on anyone’s record.

More pressing was the problem facing the ships now at anchor off the Rock of Gibraltar, particularly, as far as John Pearce was concerned, HMS Hazard. She lay in too-close proximity to the much larger line-of-battle ships, and they were tugging at their anchor cables in what was fast approaching a severe gale. This regularly took him from his seat to a window of Admiralty House so he could satisfy himself none of these leviathans, if their anchors failed to hold, were likely to smash into what was a far smaller and flimsier vessel.

He had to hope the two subordinates still aboard, Lieutenants Worricker and Macklin, would have men standing by with axes to cut Hazard’s cable if the ship was seen to be in danger. With squalls of rain battering the glass, he could only observe, worrying in the fading daylight about weather which appeared to be deteriorating. The increase in the wind strength was made obvious by the various pennants and flags, whipping viciously to and fro from the upper masts of the fleet.

‘This is absurd,’ Pearce complained, glancing at his pocket watch, which told him the time was half past five. ‘It’s getting worse and it’s getting dark. We should be aboard.’

‘With respect sir,’ was the soft response, ‘we should be anywhere but here.’

Pearce favoured his premier with a smile, albeit an ironic one. He was wondering if Hallowell was more worried about the consequences for his own career over those of his captain, though he was not personally on trial: he had the protection of having acted under orders. But it was not unknown for a first lieutenant to suffer professional opprobrium alongside an arraigned superior, merely by association. This applied even if he had no part in the conception of the action about which they were going to be judged.

Such an attitude could not be held against him, it being nothing to do with loyalty or personal feelings. A successful naval career was a fragile construct, dependent on luck as much as ability and much affected by the amount of interest an officer could muster. With enough of that commodity, ability counted for nothing, which allowed for some very ripe specimens to achieve high rank. The nation, conscious of the peril this could cause, had the corrective of denying them employment.

All started as midshipman, then sat an examination to rise to the rank of lieutenant, from where they would then strive to rise to be ‘made post,’ which put them on the captain’s list. Time would see a fellow rise towards the top and, partly aided by the Grim Reaper and personal good health, he could eventually raise his flag as an admiral. From there, if his luck held and decent postings came his way, lay the route to a possible fortune and a peerage. Entire families could rise to social prominence on the coat-tails of a successful flag officer.

Given the fickle nature of the element on which they plied their trade, to be in the right place at the right time was paramount. The greatest gift of all, one almost guaranteed to see promotions all round, was to be involved in a positive fleet and bloody action, but these were rare. More likely was a single-ship encounter, hopefully in a fight with a better-armed and larger enemy. This was just as uplifting, albeit riskier, though even a gallant loss could add lustre.

It was in a combination of the two which had taken Midshipman Pearce to his present rank, beyond which he reckoned there was little chance of progressing. John Pearce had been promoted by King George without sitting an examination, one designed to ensure candidates had the necessary competence required of a ship’s officer who, often in his career, would have sole responsibility for the safety of the ship.

It was a level of skill John Pearce, even if he’d now been at sea for months not years, was far from sure he fully possessed. He had been elevated by an exercise of the royal prerogative, applied as a reward for conspicuous bravery. This had caused outrage throughout the service which, with some notable exceptions, had made his name stink. One person not an exception was Admiral Sir John Jervis, a first-class hater, who had convened this court martial and so arranged matters that now had Pearce twiddling his thumbs.

Jervis’s disposition, naturally irascible in any case, was bound to have been made worse by recent events. He’d arrived in Gibraltar to find one of his inferior officers, Rear Admiral Mann, had, without orders, decided to take home himself and four line-of-battle ships, putting at risk Jervis’s hope of facing and defeating a combined French and Spanish enemy on equal terms.

To compound his natural choler, a French squadron from Toulon under the command of Admiral Villeneuve had, just the day before this court martial, slipped through the Straits of Gibraltar. They’d taken advantage of a favourable wind, one which, in playing on a lee shore, had made it impossible for Jervis and the fleet he commanded to get out of Gibraltar Bay and mount a pursuit.

The C-in-C had chosen the officers who would make up the court and would have done so with one aim in mind: nothing less than the reversal of what the admiral saw as royal folly, added to unwarranted interference in naval procedures. He would be careful not to say so publicly of course; it would never do to accuse his sovereign of an error of judgement.

But if he could not kick John Pearce out of the service, he would settle for the next best thing: deny him any prospect of employment by so muddying his name he would become even more of a service pariah. Unbeknown to the man about to be tried, he’d already taken, in his letters home, all the steps he could to deny him any reward for the capture of a Spanish silver-carrying frigate.

Did he care about keeping his place was a question Pearce often asked himself. He’d not come into the navy as a volunteer hoping to progress but as an illegally pressed seaman. A stroke of good fortune had granted him his present rank and, much to the chagrin of his peers, this had continued on from the royal blessing. A run of singular circumstances had led him to the command of more than one vessel, to then subsequently see him promoted further to the courtesy rank and position he presently enjoyed: master and commander of HMS Hazard, a sleek and fast-sailing fourteen-gun brig.

Now he also had the prospect of serious wealth, but what was to happen as a result of the taking of the Santa Leocadia was not germane to this moment. He had long ago decided he would fight to keep his name, whatever baggage it carried, if only out of sheer stubbornness. He might give up the navy one day, but he would not have the choice to do so imposed on him by another.

Both he and Hallowell had been wondering on what was to come since leaving Corsica as Jervis and his line-of-battle ships made their escape from the Mediterranean. It had become a sea no longer safe for a fleet lacking a secure harbour, repair facilities, or guaranteed and regular supplies of fresh foodstuffs, while also being several hundreds of miles away from any prospect of rapid reinforcement. Troops shifted from the northern tip of Corsica, added to a small naval squadron, had been left to hold Elba, the last tenuous link to the struggling coalition forces on the Italian mainland, generally seen as a forlorn hope.

The French, under a rising star called Bonaparte, had the whole of Northern Italy under their thumb. The Austrians were now Britannia’s last truly active allies, in what had once been a powerful alliance against the Revolution. They were hanging on by a thread, while Piedmont had already sued for peace and the Bourbon Kingdom of Naples was supine. Ferdinand, the feeble-minded king, had led his army north determined to trounce the French, flags flying and trumpets blaring. Such bravado had not survived contact; indeed the ‘brave’ sovereign had got home ahead of his shattered forces. Worst of all, perfidious Spain was now an enemy, which left Britain to fight on virtually alone.

The nation could not field the kind of land army to contain a rampant Revolutionary France. The only asset possessed by Britannia, apart from the money to subsidise its allies, lay in its wooden walls. Fleets and squadrons were spread, sometimes very thinly, around the globe to both protect vital trade and contain those determined to disrupt it. In those storm-battered hulls rested national security. Thus, the notion of losing any in quantity could presage disaster for the home islands.

‘Lord, I don’t know why I’m standing here. It won’t do any good.’

Pearce opined this as, aboard the fleet, the great lanterns were being lit, providing more evidence, in their inconsistent and jagged movements, what the cables holding the ships at anchor were having to contend with.

‘I would suggest studying your logs for justification, sir, if I did not suspect you have, like myself, been so employed since we left San Fiorenzo Bay.’

‘And you would be right, Mr Hallowell. You know as well as I do this whole thing is a contrived farrago. I’m sorry you’ve been dragged into it.’

‘I think, with my Uncle Ben confirmed as a member of the court, I can be more sanguine than you when it comes to judgement of my behaviour.’

‘Both our fates might have been enhanced if you’d had the chance to speak with him.’

‘I’m sure they would, sir,’ Hallowell insisted. ‘I trust he would have believed what I told him. And, be assured, I would not have had my concerns placed above those of yourself.’

This brought back how frustrating the voyage to Gibraltar had been, HMS Hazard’s orders obliging her to act a sort of back marker to the fleet. Pearce had been charged with keeping an eye out for any French vessels seeking to come up upon the rear of Jervis’s lumbering vessels, sailing easy because it was wise to do so. His ships, especially the workhorse seventy-fours, had been many months, in some cases years, in the Mediterranean, so were thus sorely in need of repair.

Yet they were still formidable weapons of war, handled by well-worked-up crews, so the notion the enemy would come out from Toulon and seek to engage them was held to be unlikely. Every time they had done so these last two years, on the sight of a British pennant they’d put up their helms and run for safety, losing ships in the determined pursuits which followed.

Likewise, the Spanish. When the fast-sailing frigates investigated Port Mahon, their fleet base in Minorca, they found it bereft of capital ships. The vessels so recently berthed there had departed, some said fled, and at some time they must join with their confreres based at the Atlantic port of Cadiz. This should give them a numerical advantage if it came to a battle, one which was inevitable if Jervis decided to blockade the port, a commercial lifeline to Madrid.

Pearce had no doubt the idea of placing him behind the fleet was deliberate. It made impossible any contact with the few captains they might persuade to be sympathetic to their plight once the true facts were explained. It included men who might make representations on their behalf, like Hallowell’s Uncle Ben. Also, Horatio Nelson, who’d never shown Pearce any hint of malevolence. There had been a hope he too would be part of the court, but this had proved not to be. Benjamin Hallowell, in command of HMS Courageux, was, but would he act to protect his nephew from suffering opprobrium and risk the ire of his admiral? There was no way of knowing.

It was scarce possible to stand and look at the scene before him and not let his mind wander to concerns which had nothing to do with the navy, moored ships, or the state of the weather. Not in any way confined, prior to this day, he’d been able to visit and talk, as well as drink and eat, with the governor of Gibraltar. Sir David Rose, despite being a very busy man, much concerned with the defence of the Rock, which he knew would be subject to siege at some time in the not-too-distant future, was very fond of both company and John Pearce.

Meeting with a man he esteemed, Pearce had been immediately appraised of the value of the silver he and Captain, Lord Langholm had taken out of the Santa Leocadia. Assessed at being in excess of two hundred thousand pounds, variable because of the assay value on the London exchange. Deemed to be prize money, half would belong to Pearce and his crew, with his personal share three eighths of the sum.

Still, as Sir David had stressed and Pearce knew, there was many a slip betwixt cup and lip. With the capture taking place before war was declared, it was moot if it would be so labelled. It could, in fact, lead to both he and Langholm being censured for acting prematurely and denied a penny. So, it was a prospect best not lingered upon, an attitude he had encouraged aboard ship; the notion to talk of it risked tempting providence.

Then there was his relationship with his lover, Emily Barclay, and what would happen in the future to both them and their infant son. The complications inherent in their differing views on what mattered in terms of appearances stood as a bar to a happy shared existence. Would it be changed by either events this day or what had happened with that cargo of silver?

Would Emily come to see his point of view, which was simply stated? John Pearce’s upbringing had inured him against having any care about the opinions of others when it came to what was socially acceptable. In this he had imbibed the views of his radical orator father, Adam: that those who set the tone of society tended towards a high degree of hypocrisy. They evinced more interest in maintaining their comfort than any real concern for the fate of others, certainly when it came to their poorer brethren.

The service was full of people who reflected the views of the milieu from which they sprang. Officers of all ranks mouthed platitudes in matters of religion and proper behaviour while casually permitting egregious conduct in their own. When Pearce reflected on the probity of some of the people he’d been obliged to serve with, either alongside or as an inferior, it was impossible not to reflect, with a hint of inappropriate pride, that he was, perhaps, more honest than the majority.

Being in something of a reverie, it was some time before what was happening before his distracted gaze registered. The way one of those great ship’s lanterns was now moving so far and so fast, it appeared the vessel which had them mounted had suffered what he had feared. Just as he was about to call Hallowell over to the window as witness, the door to the anteroom burst open to admit a harassed, dripping wet youngster in oilskins. On seeing Pearce, clearly a superior, he blurted out his message.

‘Courageux has dragged her stern anchor, sir.’

‘How do you know it’s Courageux?’ was posed by Hallowell as he shot to his feet.

‘I was in charge of the captain’s launch, sir. He ordered me to watch her and report to him if anything happened. Reckon he feared for her with the glass falling so fast and us short in the wardroom.’

‘He was wise to do so,’ Pearce replied, wondering at the meaning of the last part of the sentence.

‘We must tell my uncle,’ Hallowell insisted. ‘He’ll want to get aboard and see her safe.’

‘And there’s only one way to do it,’ Pearce responded, striding towards the door to the chamber in which the court was sitting. ‘Follow me, boy.’

Leaving a trail of rainwater on the polished floor, the midshipman did as he was asked, probably unaware the man who’d issued the command was about to break a cardinal rule and would include him in the transgression. There was no sense of discretion as Pearce pushed the door open, he quick enough with a hand to arrest the movement of a marine guard’s musket seeking to prevent entry. It was then he realised he had no idea whom to address, never having met the man he had come to warn, so he just spoke to the entire room.

‘Captain Hallowell, your ship is in grave danger.’

The scene before him was frozen like a tableau. The five senior officers in their best uniforms—only one of whom he recognised, a fellow called Truscott—sat at the green baize covered table, palpably shocked by the interruption. So were the advocates for and against those being examined, the clerks recording what was said, along with those sitting as spectators, which included, at the back of the room, Sir John Jervis.

It was Isaac Hallowell who pushed the midshipman into the room, no doubt aware the words from him could bear more weight than they would from a stranger. This and the use of his name brought the man required out of his chair, a tall and imposing fellow, slightly balding but with a steady gaze.

‘Stern anchor’s gone, sir,’ the boy gasped, still out of breath from his running. ‘Not sure the fore anchor will hold with the weather worse now.’

‘You’re sure, Mr Liversidge?’

‘No doubt about it, sir.’

‘Permission to look to the safety of my ship, sir.’

The evidence of his American upbringing, as well as his concern, was very evident in his voice, and there was no doubt as to whom the question was addressed.

‘Denied,’ Jervis growled. ‘If you have a competent crew, they have no need of you to do what is required.’

‘Thanks to a bout of serious oyster poisoning, I am short on officers to command them, sir, a fact I have communicated to you before today. Since they are being cared for ashore, I feel I must repeat the request.’

‘And I must point out my response.’ The Jervis gaze shifted from Hallowell to the figure part-filling the doorway. ‘There is much pressing business to transact here today, and it cannot be set aside.’

‘I—’

‘Sit down, sir,’ was an irritated bark. ‘And those with no business in the room at present, get out at once. Especially you, Pearce, given you, yourself, are about to be brought before this very court.’

It was impossible not to take note of the reaction of the captains who would act as judges. Benjamin Hallowell was naturally furious and struggling to hide it. One at the far end of the table was nodding in agreement at Jervis’s order, though not vigorously. Commodore Truscott sat in the centre fuming, hardly surprising given his regard for the man in the doorway being somewhere below that of the admiral. But it was the other two who drew the interest of John Pearce, demonstrating contrasting levels of disapproval, one brief and hurriedly covered up, no doubt from fear of crossing Jervis, the other more evident and sustained.

Jervis shouted once more for the interloper to get out, the marine moving to press his musket across the intruder’s breast. Before he and the mid were ushered through the door, Pearce exchanged another glance with the officer the lad had come to warn, noticing how his anger had not abated and that he was doing little to disguise the fact. This got him an uncompromising response from Jervis, who chose to address the youngster.

‘You have a boat, Mr . . . , I mean you, boy.’

‘Liversidge, sir, senior midshipman.’

‘Then let us get you back aboard so your premier will know he has to act as best he can.’

‘He’s been laid low, sir,’ the boy replied. ‘As is half the wardroom. Third had the deck when we left, but the premier has sent word from his quarters to say he would rise to the challenge if required.’

‘The point I made, Admiral,’ came from the ship’s captain.

‘Which I took on board, sir, and it does not change my opinion. Tell your third, boy, he must look to the needs of the ship, and he must do so, if necessary, as the senior officer.’

‘I’ll help you deliver the message, Mr Liversidge,’ said Pearce as Benjamin Hallowell emitted an audible grunt.

‘Permission to join you, sir?’ asked Hazard’s first lieutenant. In response to the look this received, he added softly, ‘Helping to secure my uncle’s ship might sit well with the court. I’m sure it will with him.’

‘Good thinking,’ Pearce responded, aware his premier had arrived at the same conclusion as he, a somewhat disreputable one if properly examined, enough to slightly redden his cheeks. He grabbed his boat cloak and hat just ahead of Hallowell.

‘Lead on, Mr Liversidge. Let’s try to get aboard and see what assistance we can provide.’

‘Hazard, sir,’ was imparted as they hurried out of the room.

‘There are two very good seamen aboard her, Mr Hallowell, and a competent crew. Worricker and Macklin might do a better job of salvation than me, but if you wish to return aboard . . . ’

‘I will stay with you, sir. Fate has proffered something which could be to advantage.’

Pearce nearly replied, My thinking precisely, but kept the thought to himself.

To exit Admiralty House was to kill all conversation. The wind was buffeting now, and with it came driving rain, so it was heads down and hands firmly on hats. Then there was the need for careful progress downhill on the wet cobbles, with only partial relief provided by the protection of an occasional building. Pearce, even if he knew the route to the quayside, let the midshipman lead the way, for he knew where lay his boat. 

Conversation was difficult, but enough was possible to explain the stated shortage of officers, this due to the aforesaid meal of oysters which had decimated the wardroom and filled the onshore lazaretto. This included the ship’s master, three of the ship’s six lieutenants, as well as the doctor who’d been too ill to look after them. The premier, also struck down, had stayed aboard and claimed to have partially recovered, but Liversidge reckoned him far from fully as fit as he would need to be.










Chapter Three 

To come out and face the open sea was to feel the full force of wind and weather. They also found a boat crew sheltering in a warehouse doorway, with one poor soul left behind to make sure the painter holding the launch to the quay didn’t part. Liversidge, with a degree of authority belying his age, ordered them back aboard. Pearce and Hallowell followed, subject to the odd less-than-friendly glance from his men. They were far from happy to be swapping the security of the shore for the surging waters of the bay while being saddled with the addition of two strange blue coats in the thwarts.

‘You have a fix on Courageux?’ the midshipman shouted to the fellow who had to be the coxswain.

‘Can’t miss her, Mr Liversidge, what with her lanterns dancing a jig.’

‘Well haul away. For she will need every hand to make her safe.’

This conversation, taking part at high volume, was interrupted as Hallowell’s mouth came close to Pearce’s ear. ‘What do you intend, sir?’

It took a like position to reply. ‘To offer help, what else?’

‘Which they may not appreciate.’

About to say whyever not, Pearce realised what Hallowell was driving at. While assistance was always welcome in such situations, this might not be extended to him. It was too late to do anything about it, but he was grateful to be reminded of what he had not thought of himself. This came with the added opinion that, once aboard, anyone who objected to his presence would just have to lump it.

Just getting alongside the seventy-four was hard enough, but it paled into insignificance given the difficulties of actually getting aboard. Courageux was not only being swung about on its one remaining anchor, but it was also subject to the rise and fall of significant rollers. These might be nothing like those which would be faced on open water, but they were still enough to make the deck lurch alarmingly. It was necessary to stand off until the wind took the bulk of the ship round, till they were in the lee of the hull, which eased the motion in the launch, allowing the coxswain to close with the still-rigged gangplank leading to the entry port.

It was fortuitous for Pearce and Hallowell they got on this when they did, for it was in the process of being hauled up, likewise the entry port, just about to be closed off. In doing so they left Liversidge in command of his boat, for there was no way to get it inboard given such conditions. This fact was made plain by a fellow on deck using a speaking trumpet, ordering the mid to stand off and get astern of the ship.

‘Sir,’ Pearce said once aboard, hat raised to a sodden fellow lieutenant, temporarily on a main deck, where the exterior noises were muted and the low light emphasised a very sallow complexion.

‘It falls to me to inform you Captain Hallowell will not be able to assist in doing whatever is necessary to save his ship. Admiral Jervis has forbidden him to forgo his present duty on the court.’

‘Damn the man, does he not know our situation?’ was an outburst quickly covered for fear of it being reported. ‘He is of course quite correct to do so. And you are, sir?’

‘Lieutenant Pearce, HMS Hazard, and I am lucky to be accompanied by Captain Hallowell’s nephew of the same name. We came to see if we can be of assistance.’

This got Isaac Hallowell a searching look, followed by, ‘Grateful, sir, for we are damn short of officers.’

Anything he wanted to add was interrupted by a sergeant of marines coming to report, speaking as he did so, ‘Spirit room secured, sir. I’ve put four men on it, and their weapons are loaded.’

‘Quarterdeck, gentlemen,’ was the reply as he moved swiftly away, ‘for nothing will serve us here.’

‘An introduction would help, sir,’ Pearce called out in his wake.

‘Burrows, premier,’ was shouted over his shoulder as he hauled himself up the companionway.

This brought them back out to face the elements, with the driving rain now blowing right into their faces, causing all to pull forward their hats once more and lower their heads. Burrows turned to face Pearce and Hallowell, coming close to impart his message.

‘We are seeking to get an anchor over the stern, Mr Pearce, a task requiring supervision. If you and Mr Hallowell could aid what is being overseen by a fairly green midshipman, I’d be grateful.’

‘The anchor is ready?’

‘Captain Hallowell had the foresight to order one fetched on deck afore he left the ship.’

‘It may be easier in the lee of the stern.’

‘For which I pray,’ Burrows replied. ‘But I fear for our bow anchor in this wind, even if we do succeed. I must risk getting some canvas ready, for without it we will be in dire straits if that fails to hold.’

Pearce was well aware of the risk so mentioned. The addition of any set sails, even with the yards swung right round to decrease the pressure, would increase the effect of wind and tide on the remaining anchor.

‘Then see to your duty, sir, and we will seek to carry out what you require.’

Half turned away, Burrows turned back and asked. ‘Pearce, you say?’

‘The very same, Mr Burrows.’

There was little to discern from the look which followed, or the shrug with which it was accompanied. The man went forward calling for the main course to be loosed, an order which sent the topmen up the shrouds regardless of what dangers they faced. Pearce and Hallowell were off in the other direction, finding a party just about to haul on a whip to which was attached a spare anchor.

It would have been easy, indeed expected, to stand off and watch, but having served before the mast, John Pearce went to aid in the pulling without giving the act a second thought. This left Hallowell to explain to the young midshipman in charge, with cupped hands to his ear, what they were about. Once the anchor was clear of the bulwarks, the spar holding the line on a double block was spun out to sit over the waiting boat. This, as Pearce had observed and expected, was benefiting from being sheltered by the bulk of the hull.

If it eased the effect of the wind, it did nothing to settle the sea, which was surging by to create an eddy around the rudder, making it difficult to hold the cutter steady as a thick cable was paid out through the hawsehole. At the same time, the anchor was lowered till it could be gingerly laid across the thwarts, the rowers moving forward to compensate for the weight.

Liversidge had brought the launch astern to assist and there followed a most difficult task: to attach a thick cable to the ring by making an anchor hitch. So thick was the cable, this required, even on a stable deck and dry weather, the use of marlinspikes, mallets, and sheer brute muscle.

What followed, when this was achieved, was a seriously complicated manoeuvre which required careful timing, not helped by the news from Burrows, sent by a powder monkey, that two other seventy-fours had either dragged their anchors or cut their cables. It was suspected the latter
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