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About the Book

January 1830, and one of the hardest winters in memory . . .

And the prime minister, the Iron Duke, is resisting growing calls for parliamentary reform, provoking scenes of violent unrest in the countryside. But there are no police outside London and most of the yeomanry regiments, to whom the authorities had always turned when disorder threatened, have been disbanded as an economy measure.

Against this inflammable backdrop Lieutenant-Colonel Matthew Hervey, recently returned from an assignment in the Balkans, takes command of his regiment, the 6th Light Dragoons. His fears that things might be a little dull are quickly dispelled by the everyday business of vexatious officers and difficult choices over which NCOs to promote – not to mention the incendiarists on the doorstep of the King himself.

But it’s when the Sixth are sent to Brussels for the fifteenth anniversary celebrations of the battle of Waterloo and find themselves caught up in the Belgian uprising against Dutch rule that the excitement really starts.

Will Hervey be able to keep out of the fighting – a war that would lead, nearly a century later, to Britain’s involvement in an altogether different conflict – while safeguarding his country’s interests? It will be touch and go.
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To Maggie Phillips, my erstwhile agent, who
first saw potential in Cornet Matthew Hervey


FOREWORD
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And brilliant Achilles tested himself in all his gear,

Spinning on his heels to see if it fitted tightly,

To see if his shining limbs ran free within it.

And yes, it felt like buoyant wings lifting the great captain.

Homer, The Iliad

Command of a regiment is the desire of every ambitious officer. Command of his own regiment – that in which he was commissioned and has seen the bulk of his service – is the desire of every officer of the infantry and cavalry, the parts of the army in which the concept of the ‘family regiment’ remains, notwithstanding the depredations made on it of late by politicians, civil servants and, I despair to say, even some soldiers.

The regiment is an extraordinarily flexible institution. Most of all it is self-healing. Indeed it is supremely capable of regeneration. In the First World War there were countless instances when regiments (or, more strictly, battalions, for each regiment cloned itself several dozen times to produce those much-needed units, the lieutenant-colonel’s command) were left with but a handful of officers and a few dozen men; yet within weeks, reconstituted, they would take to the field again with the same strength of identity, just as a river remains the same river though its water daily empties into the sea.

Field Marshal Viscount Slim of Burma, whose reputation among professional officers verges on sainthood, said in Defeat Into Victory – perhaps the greatest book on soldiering ever written – that the four best commands in the service are a platoon, a battalion, a division, and an army; and explains why – in the case of the battalion ‘because it is a unit with a life of its own; whether it is good or bad depends on you alone; you have at last a real command.’fn1

It was as true in the early nineteenth century, at the time of my cavalry tales, as it was in 1956 when ‘Bill’ Slim was writing of his experiences in the Second World War; and it remains so today. Two centuries ago some officers paid small fortunes for the privilege of command of the smarter (usually cavalry) regiments; and it was not entirely through vanity that they did so – rather was it the world-within-a-world, ‘a unit with a life of its own’, that appealed.

‘Whether it is good or bad’ depended – depends – on many things, but these, as Slim made clear, are ultimately the business of the commanding officer. In a unit with a life of its own nothing can be innately too trivial, for, as Lenin said, everything is connected with everything else: ‘The trivial round, the common task, will furnish all we need to ask’ (John Keble, The Christian Year, 1827). Command is not routinely exciting; much of it is about ensuring that all will be well found when suddenly it becomes exciting.

And so at last the hero of my cavalry tales, Matthew Hervey, is to take command of his own regiment, the regiment into which he was commissioned straight from school, in the middle of the war with Bonaparte, and with which he has served on and off for over twenty years in divers places and with mixed fortunes. He has, in Slim’s words, ‘at last a real command’. And this is the story of his first months, of ‘a unit with a life of its own’, and his determination that that unit, His Majesty’s Sixth Regiment of Light Dragoons, should be good not bad.

fn1 For platoon and battalion, in the cavalry read respectively ‘troop and regiment’, though in the early nineteenth century the troop was more akin to the intermediate level of command in the infantry, the company.


PROLOGUE
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The Horse Guards, London, 22 January 1830

‘A remarkable report, so full of good sense, and percipience – and, I may say, betokening rare judgement. It shall go to the duke with no other but a covering note.’

The commander-in-chief of His Majesty’s Land Forces, General the Right Honourable Rowland, Lord Hill – Baron Hill of Almaraz and of Hawkestone in the County of Salop – took off his spectacles, laid them on the desk and moved to the window, from which he could look out on the snowy parade ground and beyond to St James’s Park.

‘Truly this country is fortunate in having such men as Matthew Hervey in her service. I marked him out for famous things when he galloped for me at Talavera, you know.’

‘I did, my lord,’ replied an officer of upright bearing in the blue undress frock coat of the Guards.

Lord John Howard, lieutenant-colonel of Grenadiers, and so permanent a fixture of the Horse Guards, the commander-in-chief’s headquarters, as to be thought indispensable by a succession of holders of that appointment (including the Duke of Wellington himself, who now held the highest office of state), picked up the sheaf of papers recounting his friend’s recent mission of observation with the Russian army in the war with the Turk, and waited on his congé.

‘Has he gone to Hounslow yet?’

‘Next week, General.’

Lord Hill stood silent for a while observing the ever more whitening scene outside. ‘I hope he shan’t become too comfortable there. I can’t have an officer of his talents remain at duty with his regiment for long.’

‘I think he will be greatly perturbed to have his tenure of command foreshortened, General. He’s waited on his chance for many a year.’

‘That’s as may be, Howard, but the army’s purpose is not to give satisfaction to ardent half-colonels.’

‘Of course, General.’

‘How do things stand on the distaff side?’

‘Sir?’

‘I’ve heard tell his wife’s “retired to the country”.’

‘Ah; I’m not privy to the particulars, but I understand Mrs Hervey is not … of the strongest constitution.’

‘Mm.’ Lord Hill did not sound persuaded.

‘Though not a great distance away – Hertfordshire,’ added the upright Grenadier, as if in mitigation.

‘Not good, Howard; not at all good. I’ve seen too many men fall at their fences that way.’

Lord Hill’s predilection for hunting metaphors was always a delight, and could save a good deal of awkwardness. ‘Quite, sir.’

The snowy scene without seemed wholly now to absorb the chief of men, until suddenly he returned to his former line: ‘I hear he sees much of Lady Katherine Greville.’

Lord John Howard was momentarily discomfited. ‘That I really cannot say, my lord,’ he managed, but so perfectly pitched as to convey neither dismay nor dissent.

‘Deucedest thing. I’ve seen too many men follow the wrong scent …’

The hunting metaphor continued to serve. An acknowledgement seemed all that was required. ‘Sir.’

For the commander-in-chief had conveyed his meaning in the inexplicit terms of the chase, which might itself be thought analogy for the pursuit of military success – whether honours, wealth or promotion (or, indeed, all three); there was no need of exactness. Both men understood perfectly … though what Howard was supposed to do about it – or rather, how – was quite another matter.

‘That friend of his, the halfcast …’

‘Fairbrother, General.’

‘Yes, Fairbrother – a most gentlemanlike fellow, most agreeable. That report of his – the instantaneous exploding of the mine: really most admirable. Clever fellow the Roosian, to use – what’s he call it: an electric current? – to spark powder. Who’d have thought such a thing were possible.’

‘Evidently not our engineers, sir.’

Lord Hill frowned at him in mild disapproval.

‘The Ordnance intends granting Mr Fairbrother a good sum for the intelligence – and for his continued discretion in the matter. Can’t be too sure with fellows such as he – not at all certain where their allegiance lies, half and half so they are – though I do say I liked him a good deal. Be happy indeed to see him exchange into the Fifty-third.’

‘High praise indeed, sir.’ For Lord Hill was colonel of the 53rd (Shropshire) Regiment of Foot.

The commander-in-chief fell silent again, his gaze set distant on the park. At length he turned to look directly at his most trusted of staff officers. ‘Did you ever know the first Mrs Hervey?’

‘I did, General. I was Colonel Hervey’s supporter at their wedding – Captain Hervey as he then was. Indeed, too, I was his supporter at his marriage with Lady Lankester – the second Mrs Hervey.’

Lord Hill returned to his surveillance of the parade ground and the park. ‘I myself did not know her, I regret to say. By all accounts she would have been an adornment to his career.’

‘Without question.’

Without doubt, indeed. Lady Henrietta Lindsay, as first she was, ward of the Marquess of Bath, had been both a beauty and a wit, and a favourite at court. The marriage had been short, however, long enough only to bring forth a single child – Georgiana. Twelve years it had been since she died – a bitter death, laying her husband so low as to make those about him fear a good while for his sanity. Twelve years which, alternately, could seem to him as nothing and yet an age.

For some time Lord Hill studied the purifying whiteness – the same whiteness that had been the death of Henrietta Hervey in the tractless wastes of Upper Canada – before abruptly signalling the interview was at an end: ‘Deuced weather, Howard. There’ll be no hunting to speak of tomorrow.’


PART ONE

THIS BLESSED PLOT,
THIS EARTH,
THIS REALM,
THIS ENGLAND.
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I

THE GLORIOUS ASSUMPTION
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London, 25 January 1830

Lance-Corporal Johnson stood at the porter’s lodge of the United Service Club with the confident bearing of an NCO of some seniority. However, if examined with the aid of a moderately strong glass, the stitching of each bar of double lace that formed the single chevron on the upper right sleeve of his jacket would have revealed the haste with which the dragoon of twenty-three years’ service had been transformed into a man set in authority.

It had not been entirely ‘a consummation devoutly to be wished’ – not at any rate by the dragoon himself who, in the argot of the canteen, had just put up his stripe. There was many a barrack-room philosopher conversant with Mr Francis Grose’s Dictionary of the Vulgar Tongue – able to quote from it at length, indeed – of which ‘lance corporal’ was a favourite entry: ‘originally a man at arms or trooper, who, having broken his lance on the enemy, and lost his horse in fight, was entertained as a volunteer assistant to a captain of foot, receiving his pay as a trooper until he could remount himself; from being the companion of the captain, he was soon degraded to the assistant of the corporal, and at present does the duty of that officer, on the pay of a private soldier.’

And Grose, being an erstwhile cornet of light dragoons, was thereby an authority of Mosaic stature. Johnson himself could cite him; and ‘degraded to the assistant of the corporal, and at present does the duty of that officer, on the pay of a private soldier’ was one such citation. The pay was of little matter; it was that word ‘degraded’.

‘Private Johnson, if you are to remain my groom, you must answer to “corporal”,’ his new commanding officer had told him the evening before, the dozenth time at least since learning of his own appointment five days ago; ‘I mayn’t put aside the practice of the regiment on your account.’ (Indeed, Lieutenant-Colonel Matthew Hervey had begun to wonder if all the devices and desires of his heart would be met with such difficulties as he took up the reins of command – at last – of the regiment into which he had been commissioned one and twenty years before.)

And so it had come to pass that the newest and most reluctant holder of rank (or rather, ‘appointment’, for in law the rank did not exist) in His Majesty’s 6th Light Dragoons, the most junior of junior non-commissioned officers in that proud cavalry of the line, had at last – indeed, as the sand had been running out of the glass of ultimatum – complied with the desire of the lieutenant-colonel; for the desire of a superior officer must in the end be taken as an order. Yet Corporal Johnson remained unconvinced by the assurances of immunity that accompanied the lieutenant-colonel’s entreaties: as a dragoon he had been of no account except to the officer for whom he did duty (the same officer for twenty years; since the Peninsula indeed), but as an NCO, even if not in law established, he would fall under the regulation of the regimental serjeant-major, and while that was no cause of disquiet to those made in the image of the RSM – men indeed whose ambition was one day to add the crown to the chevrons on their sleeve – what could such regulation bring to a dragoon such as he, who had no ambition but to do his officer’s will (that is, after due disputation) and who was certainly not cast in the image of a serjeant-major? But in Grose he did have an appeal to exception (in case of the canteen’s denigrating him) – with a little licence. He was not so much the ‘assistant of the corporal’ but the ‘companion of the colonel’.

But, having now been raised to the rank, the erstwhile Private Johnson intended playing the part, and instead of bending to the charge of transferring the assemblage of trunks, valises, portmanteaux, hatboxes and dressing cases to the fourgon outside, he now merely supervised the aproned club porters as they did so, afterwards giving them coin with the same self-possession with which he would have treated the native bearers in Bengal, or in any of the other strange parts in which from time to time he had found himself serving the King and Colonel Hervey (and before that, Major Hervey, and before that, Captain Hervey, Lieutenant Hervey, and even Cornet Hervey): the northernmost part of America, the southernmost part of Africa; the near Levant; Spain and Portugal; France; Ireland – India. He was glad to be done with those exotic parts for now, content to take a little ease at Hounslow – so untroubled a station.

Except that Hounslow would not be without its own vexations. Mrs Hervey – he still couldn’t understand (or, more probably, wouldn’t) how a Lady became a Mrs, especially when the first Mrs Hervey was Lady Hervey, or Lady Henrietta Hervey as everybody said she had to be called, not just Lady Hervey (and yet Lady Irvine had been good enough for Colonel Irvine’s wife) – well, Mrs Hervey, who had not long before been Lady Lankester when her first husband had been commanding and got himself killed at the storming of Bhurtpore, she didn’t like him much; in fact she didn’t seem to like him at all really.

‘And why’s that, Johnno?’ Wilkes the club valet had asked, when they’d sat up late in the buttery the last night, drinking to Johnson’s promotion with the ‘unexpended portion of the day’s ration’ – the claret that invariably remained in the decanters when the second bottle had been ordered.

And Johnson had shrugged, unwilling to speculate, and certainly not willing to paint any unfavourable picture of his officer’s wife, even for so convivial and understanding a drinking companion as Wilkes – old soldier and occasional valet to some of the greatest of martial names. ‘Colonel ’Ervey just says she won’t be at ’Ounslow, not to begin with at any rate, an’ ’e might ’ave to take an ’ouse-keeper for a while, but that ’e’d be sure to take on somebody they’d all get on with, and Mr Fairbrother – Captain Fairbrother as ’e ought rightly to be called – Colonel ’Ervey’s particular friend (and right pleased I am wi’ that, because Mr Fairbrother’s a proper gentleman, even though ’e’s a black man – although ’e’s not very black at all, and a right good man with a sword and a pistol an’ all): well ’e’d said they’d all better depend on it.’

And Wilkes had just tutted, and said what rum ways the quality had.

And Johnson had silently agreed, but only up to a point. He’d seen the quality close all right in his time, but they weren’t all the same. He felt sorry for Colonel Hervey. He hadn’t seen his wife in more than six months, and now she didn’t want to come to Hounslow – just when he needed somebody to be in charge now that he was the commanding officer. It didn’t seem right. Colonel Hervey said there were social obligations that kept Mrs Hervey in Hertfordshire, and that it was his fault for coming back so unexpected from Roumelia – or wherever it was they’d just been. But it didn’t seem right all the same. He’d seen the look on Colonel Hervey’s face when he’d got the letter back express: he thought as though the colonel’d lay everything aside and go at once to Hertfordshire, wherever that was – nought but a day’s journey, perhaps just half a day – and tell Mrs Hervey that she had to come to Hounslow; but he didn’t. He just said he needed a while to recollect things, and then later he sent word by express to Hounslow, and then word had come back express towards the end of next morning.

‘And tha knows, Wilkesie, Colonel ’Ervey said “good man” when ’e read it—’

‘Read what?’

Johnson remembered that he’d not explained but merely thought it (the hour was late, and there’d been several more unexpired portions than usual). ‘T’letter, from t’adjutant, Mr Malet – ’e’s a good man, Mr Malet – so good they’ve made ’im a lord – well, ’e’d arranged a billet for us. Well, ’e didn’t exactly say “billet”; ’e said “appropriate quarters”. And then, I suppose, once Mrs ’Ervey’s finished doing ’er social obligations in ’Ertfordshire, Colonel ’Ervey’ll take the ’ouse that Lord ’Olderness’d ’ad, and she’ll be t’colonel’s lady – as’s only proper.’

He liked the idea they were going to be staying at an inn, though; and a right good one at that – the Berkeley Arms near the heath and Cranford Park. It wasn’t a post-house, so it’d be nice and quiet, and …

‘We are ready, Corporal. Would you inform the colonel, if you please.’

Johnson woke, for an instant taken aback, for an officer he’d never before seen had just ‘if-you-pleased’ him, while the serjeant in charge of the fourgon was keeping his distance, as if he’d no right to speak.

He braced himself. ‘I will, sir. Your name, sir, please?’

‘St Alban.’

Johnson generally supposed that when an officer’s name was that of a county of England, or one of its great places (and he knew about St Albans because that was where Mrs Hervey’s people lived near – and Alban was just Albans without an ‘s’), the title ‘Lord’ was its likely prefix; and not wanting to let down the new lieutenant-colonel by any show of callowness in his groom (or deficiency occasioned by his orphaned upbringing in distant Yorkshire), replied, ‘Thank you, Cornet St Alban, m’lord.’

Cornet St Alban made no reply (there would be time – and more appropriate opportunity – to correct the mistake), which to Johnson signalled that his surmise had been correct. With much satisfaction, therefore, Johnson turned to the porters to thank them for their exertions – not least to the bleary-eyed Wilkes, who had stayed long in the buttery after the new lance-corporal of dragoons had quit the celebratory ‘ullage’ and retired to his cot in the attics – and went to find the smoking-room waiter to relay the noble cornet’s message to the Sixth’s new commanding officer.

A few minutes later Hervey came into the hall booted and spurred, immaculate and assured in undress pelisse coat (a little shorter than its former prevalent length), with, in his hand, the peaked Prussian-style forage cap he had acquired in the Levant.

Cornet St Alban made the customary bow. ‘Good morning, Colonel.’

Hervey was momentarily, if only very momentarily, put off his stride. He had known perfectly well that the honour ‘Colonel’ must now come – the privilege of all ranks when addressing the commanding officer when off-parade – but it had been so long in the coming that its matter-of-factness now sounded peculiarly … well, as if he had been in command a good age.

Though of course it made no difference whether he’d been in command one day or one year: the concern of both the messes and the canteen was with the orders for tomorrow, and in this the orders of yesterday were of no account. A number of the regiment had served with him from the day he’d joined, and many more since; almost everyone knew something of his reputation – as they did of any officer (justly or not) – and that was well enough; but no one could have any true notion of what the new lieutenant-colonel would be in command. And in that sense it was no better than had he been an extract – a man from another regiment, bought in, as his predecessor had been, when capability, or more likely fortune, was wanting in the regimental list. Except, of course, that those who believed they had earlier gained approval in the eyes of Captain or Major Hervey might now expect to gain favour – no, not favour … reward.

‘Good morning,’ he replied, holding out his hand.

‘Cornet St Alban, Colonel,’ replied the representative of the 6th Light Dragoons, taking the hand, and with an easy smile; ‘I am picket officer next-for-duty.’

‘And when were you made next-for-duty?’ asked Hervey, with a frown suggesting suspicion.

‘Yesterday, Colonel.’

Hervey had thought as much. The adjutant evidently confided that the Honourable Edward St Alban would safely convoy the regimental equipages to Pall Mall and back (though a duty not beyond the newest joined officer, Hervey trusted), but if needs be would safely converse with the commanding officer; that is, might do so in terms that would not discompose him in the hour or so that it would take to travel the frosted road to Hounslow – which perhaps was not an undertaking to be commended to every cornet.

‘Drive with me in the chaise,’ he replied.

‘Thank you, Colonel. With your leave, I’ll have my groom run up the stirrups.’

Hervey nodded.

Johnson stepped forward with Hervey’s despatch-case.

Hervey pulled on his gloves and took it. ‘You’ll follow as far as the Berkeley Arms?’

‘Aye, sir – I mean, Colonel.’

He turned for the door, and then back to Johnson again. ‘One thing I would know. How in the dead of night did you find corporal’s stripes?’

Johnson had always been the most accomplished ‘progger’ in the Sixth, but chevrons – regimental-pattern chevrons …

‘Ah went to t’stables yonder,’ he replied, nodding Whitehall-wards.

‘Of course,’ said Hervey – the Light Horse stables at the Horse Guards, for the ‘War Office party’ that the Sixth furnished, the despatch orderlies who carried papers between the royal palaces. He would not ask if there were an NCO now unaccountably short of rank.

Instead he put on his cap and touched the peak to the statue of the Duke of York not long raised (and to which they had all subscribed), as custom already demanded he should, and took a final glance at Nash’s handsome work all about him. This club was indeed a fine place, a ‘refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble’, as the Psalmist said of the Almighty Himself. And so close to Hounslow. The pictures were as yet few, and portraits only of Lord Lynedoch, the founder (Hervey had been at hand that day at Corunna, when the ball had struck Sir John Moore from the saddle, whereupon he had dashed to Lynedoch’s help to bear him up – Colonel Thomas Graham, as then he had been). Yet this new place was surely more alive with the spirit of men nobly deserving the respect of their country than any other could claim: Lord Hill, tender and brave; Murray, Lowry Cole, FitzRoy Somerset, Combermere, Saltoun, Hardinge, Beresford – soldiers all who had won reputation in the cannon’s mouth; and from the sea, Nelson’s Hardy; and Lord Exmouth, Cockburn, Broke of the Shannon; and chief among them, not primus inter pares, but towering above all, the Iron Duke … What more fortune could favour a man than to be taking leave of such fellow members as these to take command of the 6th Light Dragoons (Princess Augusta’s Own)?

‘Thank you, Charles,’ he said to the head porter as the doors were pulled wide for him; ‘Thank you,’ he added, nodding to the rest.

Cornet St Alban opened the door of the regimental chariot – with its ‘VI LD’ device newly re-emblazoned on the deep-blue gloss – and then climbed in after him. ‘Leave to proceed, Colonel?’

The carriage warmer had done its job; Hervey declined a blanket, sat back and said simply, ‘Very well.’

St Alban nodded to the serjeant standing to attention on the pavement, who barked something (unintelligible to the several bystanders as well as to Hervey), at which the two dragoons standing either side of the pair of trace-shaved Clevelands whipped off the rugs. The postilion – Wakefield, Hervey noticed, one of the riding-master’s best corporals – at once sprang into the saddle while the other bundled the rugs into the basket at rear before jumping onto the footboard between the springs; and at a quarter past nine they struck off down Pall Mall.

It was a Monday, not a dozen days shy of the new colonel’s thirty-ninth birthday – by no means a late age to come to command, especially when bloody wars and sickly seasons (the black-humoured toast of the ambitious officer) were not what they had once been. And Hervey fancied himself as sound in wind and limb as any – and more than most, indeed, for of late he had not had opportunity, even if he had had the inclination, for the sort of excesses of cellar or table that afflicted many a man in his thirties who found himself in command of a troop of cavalry in a home station. The late campaign in Bulgaria and Thrace had been a business of some heat. Yet nor had the exigencies of active service taken too high a toll: his hair was still his own, and without the little threads of silver, the ‘harbingers of seniority’; his eyes were clear and his face unlined save for here and there the faint trace of the battlefield, and no more weather-beaten than that of any man whose living was had out-of-doors. If he had been inclined to – if he had had the taste for – a sharper cut to his plain coat and a gayer knot in his cravat, he might even have been called a beau.

‘How does Hounslow go with you, Cornet St Alban?’

‘Very well, I believe, Colonel. There is perhaps too little opportunity for a field day, but I suppose that may be different when the squadrons are all of a piece once more.’

Hervey said nothing by reply, save for a non-committal ‘Mm’. The regiment was, to be sure, still not wholly put back together after the late reduction and then augmentation; that much the adjutant’s extensive report made clear. How quickly and completely that reconstitution would be made he would have no very clear notion until he had seen things for himself. But of one thing he was sure, that matters would be infinitely better expedited for Malet’s being adjutant. For some years now the Sixth had employed ‘regimental’ officers rather than those commissioned from the ranks, the more usual practice, and in Lieutenant Lord Thomas Malet (as lately he was become, his father having succeeded to a cousin’s marquessate), though he had but a fraction of the service normally accrued by a serjeant-major, Hervey knew they were possessed of the most diligent executive. Keeping Malet in that saddle would be his principal object as far as appointments were concerned.

‘How is Mr Jenkinson?’

‘Very well, I believe, Colonel,’ replied St Alban again, with just a note of puzzlement at the singling out of a cornet joined not long before he.

But Hervey was unwilling to reveal his purpose, even if the cornet’s reply gave him no answer. Jenkinson was the adopted son of the late Lord Liverpool, the former prime minister; that in itself was sufficient cause for enquiry. But Jenkinson had also been the particular friend of Cornet Agar, who had met his death at Hervey’s side. They had been friends at Oxford – Christ Church, the same staircase. The Agar-Ellises had been all civility when he had called and told them of the circumstances, the ambush, yet he felt unease still; some nagging question of loco parentis …

And so he said nothing, and then felt curiously disobliged to say more. The Honourable Edward St Alban was the younger son of the Earl of Bicester, whose family by long tradition held the colonelcy of the 8th Dragoon Guards: there might have been diverting conversation. For Cornet St Alban had more than just a pleasing air (and the adjutant’s approval); he had a singular mind and an elegant pen. Hervey had read an article of his in The Spectator, on the matter of Reform – the adjutant had sent him the pages along with all the other intelligence he could muster on the officers whom Hervey did not already know – and had been taken by its good sense and humanity. The war with France being long past, this was again a time when many a bien pensant supposed that it was the fool of the family who went into the army. And Hervey had known his share of fools – and knaves – but he was also of the opinion that ‘fool’ was a marque too easily applied. The common English schoolboy might not be scholarly, but he was usually very practical. If he did not care for the meanderings of hic, haec, hoc it was because they did not seem to lead anywhere that he wanted to go, and he was not docile. Yes, he, Hervey, had cared for hic, haec, hoc, having thought at one time he would take the cloth, like his father and (late) brother; but there’d been many a parson’s son at Shrewsbury who had not, who sat at the bottom of the remove until he left school – and his master dubbed him a fool. Yet put him in a regiment to take command of men and get a job done, the more dangerous the better …

But he spoke not another word. Keep counsel, he told himself; a little distance would serve. And in this the chaise came to his aid, gathering speed at last as the Bath turnpike, the old Great West road, beyond Kensington Palace opened to allow a jogging trot, and with it the growl of the wheels where the snow was now frozen road stone. Within the hour he would be united with his command. This was no time for diversion therefore: he ought properly to be recollecting; savouring; resolving … and perhaps saying a prayer or two.

In all the years that Matthew Hervey had held the King’s commission – from Moore’s ill-starred campaign to the siege of Bhurtpore, and even of late at Hounslow – the succession to the lieutenant-colonelcy of the Sixth had as often as not been irregular. That is, the circumstances of an officer’s assuming command had permitted little or no ceremony, or even intercourse between the outgoing and incoming half-colonels, being frequently a posthumous affair – and once, at least, an infamous one. Hervey’s first patriarch, the unyielding but steadfast Lyndon Reynell, had blown his brains out at Corunna in some sort of derangement induced by Sir John Moore’s order to despatch every one of the regiment’s several hundred horses. His successor, the admirable Lord George Irvine, had been plucked from the Sixth before Waterloo to wet-nurse the young Prince of Orange-Nassau in his titular command of a corps, his place taken instead by the senior major, Hervey’s former troop leader and fatherly counsellor Joseph Edmonds, who to the regiment’s universal dismay then succumbed to shot from Bonaparte’s grand battery. The Sixth had then come under the orders of Captain Sir Edward Lankester, but he too had fallen, so that Hervey himself, as yet a cornet, had brought them out of action that evening. And then, on the return of the regiment to England and the promotion of Lord George Irvine to general rank (and subsequently to the colonelcy of the regiment) there had followed the grim tenure of Lord Towcester, an ‘extract’, a man from another regiment, whom the cornets had dubbed ‘Macbeth’ on account of ‘Those he commands move only in command, nothing in love’. And in the end his title, like Macbeth’s, had hung ‘loose about him, like a giant’s robe upon a dwarfish thief’, his tenure foreshortened by dismissal on the orders of the commander-in-chief himself, the Duke of York, though not before ‘the Scottish colonel’, as most every man had begun to call him, had wrought a deal of unhappiness.

All that had been set right however when the Horse Guards (the seat of the commander-in-chief) handed command to the late Sir Edward Lankester’s younger brother, Ivo, who had inherited also the baronetcy. But poor Sir Ivo was to be the second Lankester to die at the head of the Sixth – seven years later, at the storming of Bhurtpore, and besides leaving a grieving regiment (he was admired by all ranks, as his brother had been, especially after so unusually long a term in command) he had left a young widow – with child – whom Hervey had taken as his wife two years later.

The Sixth had then returned to England under command of the avuncular (old-womanish, said some) Eustace Joynson, who as regimental major had succeeded to the lieutenant-colonelcy on active service ‘by death’, as the royal warrant allowed. However, Joynson, beset by daily trials on the distaff side (and by sick headaches), had soon sold out to the estimable Earl of Holderness, the safest hands that ever held the reins of a commanding officer’s charger – safe, that is, insofar as the regiment had never been in peril of the enemy, and therefore his occasional seizures of no moment. Lieutenant-Colonel the Lord Holderness, brought in from the 4th Dragoon Guards, was so favourably connected both with the court and with the Horse Guards that nothing disturbed the routine of the Cavalry Barracks, Hounslow, where the 6th Light Dragoons (formerly ‘Princess Caroline’s Own’, and now ‘Princess Augusta’s Own’) enjoyed the status of well-to-do country cousins of the regiments of the Household. And then after a decent lapse of time – two years and six months – Lord Hol’ness had taken the next effortless step in his amiable stroll through military life and become a major general; not, it was true, in a very active command (in any command at all worthy of the name), but in a position to which both the government and the King were very pleased to appoint him, whose duties would not detain him at office too much, so that he might lend lustre to the court, as already did his countess as one of Princess Adelaide’s ladies-in-waiting.

And so it was that in due season – though ‘the harvest be overlate’, said some – Lieutenant-Colonel Matthew Paulinus Hervey, younger and surviving son of the Archdeacon of Salisbury, was now come to command. And just as others had come to that appointment, it would be without ceremony, without even the shake of a hand, for Lord Hol’ness had relinquished command on 12 October, while he, Hervey, had in the eyes of the Horse Guards and those who read the London Gazette succeeded to command that very day.

So there would be no formality – for which, anyway, there would have been no precedent and therefore no form of parade in the regiment’s drill book. And it suited him, for so bitter-cold a day hardly lent itself to ceremonial; and certainly no words from the saddle – not, at least, very many (and so what would have been the good of it?). Had he been taking command of a King’s ship he would have called together some of the petty officers and senior hands and ‘read in’ – held before them the Admiralty orders appointing him to command, and spoken out loud the exact words of the commission, so that his assumption of command was definitely marked, and his dominion over life and limb, as well as guardianship of the vessel herself, would in turn be notified to every part of ship by those gathered apostles. This he knew from his long friendship with Captain Sir Laughton Peto RN, who some three years before had taken command of the only first-rate in commission, in which he had then been rendered an invalid in the affair at Navarino (and, oh, how he looked for an occasion soon to visit with his old friend in his Norfolk convalescence!).

And, indeed, Hervey had thought the navy’s a rather admirable practice, one that was perfectly adapted to the confining space of the wooden walls, and which might even be imitated in a barracks – except that, as it was not customary, it could not serve. He was perfectly sensible that custom only proceeded from practice, but he was inclined to believe that any practice instituted with the intention of beginning a custom was certain to founder; for if it were a good practice it would already be customary. He had decided ideas about how he wished things done – indeed, he had ideas that were wholly novel – but he did not suppose that they would necessarily endure beyond the tenure of his command, however long that might be …

Brentford came and went with scarcely his noticing, and then Hounslow was upon them, quite prettyish in its snowy blanket – post-house after post-house, coaching inn after coaching inn – and then on towards the heath, once the place of highwaymen (and from time to time even now the gibbet), turning north by the drilling ground to the cavalry barracks. Handsome barracks, in their way – begun forty years ago, near enough, when soldiers were suddenly no longer a burden on the exchequer but fine fellows deserving of respect, the country being in dread of Robespierre and fearful the wooden walls would not be strong enough to keep out the revolution. There were three well-found buildings at right angles to each other adjoining the parade ground, the central one – forming the orderly room and the offices of the regimental staff – built of London stock and topped by a pediment, which at a distance might have been taken for a gentleman’s seat, the other two being plainer, longer blocks housing both stables and barrack-rooms. In the early years the whole had been surrounded by what was no more than a park fence, but which sometime before Trafalgar had been replaced by a wall ten feet high, which, said the wags, made it more of a piece with the barracks built for the captive French on Dartmoor (closed though they’d been these past dozen years) than nearby Osterley Park, with which the pedimented headquarters might just have been compared from not too close a viewpoint. (The strangest notion came into his head: might he, like Joshua, throw down the walls – or, at least, fling wide the gates? Might he not give his men their parole? ‘Thou hast ascended on high, thou hast led captivity captive’ … He smiled balefully at his irreverence. He could imagine the face of the sar’nt-major at such a proposition.)

The gates were indeed open. The quarter guard – the ‘picket’, as the regiment still preferred – was already turned out in front of the guardhouse, carbines at the ‘present’, the picket serjeant with sabre drawn. The chaise slowed to a walk, for no one passed the guardhouse at a trot, so that Hervey, on the nearside, had a moment to take in and return the compliments.

The dragoons’ crossbelts were pipeclayed white as the snow on the roof, and their boots beeswaxed to a looking-glass shine. It was no common picket.


II

‘SO CLEAR IN HIS GREAT OFFICE, THAT HIS VIRTUES WILL PLEAD LIKE ANGELS.’

[image: image]

Hounslow, later

‘Good morning, Malet; I trust I see you well!’

Hervey advanced on his adjutant with hand outstretched and a look of satisfaction.

Lieutenant Malet took it with a look of equal satisfaction, and a measure of relief. He wore his best undress, hessians gleaming no less bright than the boots of the picket, whose dragoons had evidently spent the night with bone and blacking. ‘Very well, Colonel. I don’t know what is customary on these occasions … but it is good to see you.’

‘The custom is that there is no custom, is it not? The regiment today is as it is every day, I trust,’ replied Hervey with a wryish smile. ‘No ceremony, nothing got up special?’

Malet composed himself as best he could, the game up, it seemed. ‘But of course, Colonel … Coffee?’

‘Yes, indeed. And your order book. We must make a beginning without delay.’ He said it more with relish than urgent necessity. Regiments in a state of, as it were, interregnum, were not in peril of collapse; only of a little weathering, and then perhaps of some erosion.

The door of his room was open (it was closed only when the lieutenant-colonel was at office). The room itself was greatly changed. There were some handsome prints in deep, gilded frames – Wolfe at Quebec, Clive at Plassey, and such like; whatever had hung there before could not have been of much distinction, for he had no recall. Fine damask curtains had replaced the heavy green velvet. The old leather tub-chairs were gone. So was the battle-scarred writing table that had come home from India with the regiment, and the Harlequin booty-chairs from the French wars. In their place were altogether less bellicose pieces – two fancy armchairs, a painted and gilt sofa, silk-covered in blue and gold stripes, and a mahogany pedestal library table. A fine Adam fireplace with eagle victrix moulding had replaced the heavy cast-iron stove, in which coals burned cheerily. Before, the place had resembled the business room of a ducal house; now it looked like the duke’s study.

‘Lady Hol’ness got up the room last spring,’ said Malet. ‘And Lord Hol’ness was not minded to take anything away on his leaving.’

‘Deuced civil of him,’ replied Hervey, glancing long at the inkstand, which looked as if it had been polished that morning.

‘That, however, came only yesterday,’ explained Malet. ‘And this to accompany it.’ He handed Hervey a letter – or rather, an envelope on which was embossed the eagle with spread wings, and ‘L’Ambassadeur de Russie’.

Hervey laid it down on the library table without remark. It might be anything. Since his mission of observation with the Russian army in their war with the Turks (in which he had had to draw his sword more than once – and received a handsome ribbon for it) he was well acquainted with the Imperial eagle. If this were another token of the Tsar’s appreciation it was well enough, but he had a suspicion that the gilded inkstand was not from Count Lieven but from his ambassadress, whose ways, if not serpentine, were certainly ones to be wary of. And he thought that some seclusion was therefore preferable when examining the letter’s contents.

‘The Bhurtpore table is in the major’s office, if you would prefer its return.’

Hervey smiled. ‘I am quite content. I should in truth prefer the return of the major.’

Malet raised his eyebrows just enough to signal that it was a matter that had not escaped note.

‘How long is his furlough?’

‘Until the first of July, Colonel.’

When his own majority had been topped by a brevet and temporary command of the Cape Mounted Rifles, the Sixth had been authorized a new major, and the Honourable William Staniforth had exchanged, on paper, at least, from the Fifteenth, who were warned for India (though the Fifteenth’s change of station was, in the event, postponed, much vexing him, seemingly). ‘Mm. Doubtless it was reasonable enough when the regiment was placed en cadre …’

Malet said nothing, but eloquently.

‘Come, man; it is no use your being adjutant unless you know my mind, and that you may – must – always speak yours.’

‘Quite so, Colonel. I was merely trying to discern with what delicacy I should speak. I’m afraid Major Staniforth was wont – is wont – to be rather free in his criticism of Lord Hol’ness. He made his dislike of him very plain. I could never grasp the why – although the why was scarcely the point.’

‘Indeed so. But I had not heard of it. You are saying therefore that Lord Hol’ness sent him away?’

Malet raised an eyebrow again. ‘Let me put it this way, Colonel: the major entered a request of absence of eleven months in the leave book, and Lord Hol’ness signed it without delay.’

Eleven months – one more and regulations required that an officer transfer to the retired-pay, and his appointment forfeit.

‘Mm. We’ll speak of it more anon.’

Malet acknowledged, and then nodded to the footman standing at the door.

One of the finest-looking blackamoors Hervey had ever seen – not more than an inch short of six feet, and with a bearing as upright as any on Horse-guards – advanced with a silver tray and the regimental Spode. The livery fitted like a glove, his stockings even whiter than the pipeclay of the guardhouse, and the pinchbeck on his shoes would have passed for gold anywhere – save perhaps with a Rothschild.

‘Lady Hol’ness too?’ asked Hervey, when he was gone.

Now Malet smiled. The Grenadiers had had Moors in their band for many a year – they made uncommonly good cymbalists – employing them also in the officers’ house to lend distinction (or even exoticism), and Lord Holderness had always been close to the Household. ‘It was all got up for Princess Augusta’s visit.’

‘Ah, the Princess Augusta. So much more favoured than her predecessor.’

Princess Caroline would certainly have liked the Moors. She had indeed taken up with one when the Prince Regent rejected her – the Dey of Algiers. And, said the wags, she was happy, as the Dey was long. Hervey smiled to himself. What frippery it all was; except that it was enjoyable frippery.

‘Of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha,’ added Malet helpfully, oblivious of the ribaldry, for there was perhaps no reason why the new lieutenant-colonel should know that title had changed. ‘When Lord Holderness announced the Princess’s appointment, I sought her out in the Almanach de Gotha, but was unable to find any such house, only that of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, and Lord Hol’ness was on the point of writing to Lord George Irvine to enquire if all were as it should be, when I learned that Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld, being one of the duchies held by the Ernestine line of the Wettin dynasty, had been re-ordered following the extinction of the Saxe-Gotha line a year or so earlier, the duchy receiving Gotha but losing Saalfeld to Saxe-Meiningen – and the edition of the Almanach which I had obtained had not been amended.’

It was not a matter about which Hervey could truthfully claim great interest; nor did he regard it of real moment. But it was a matter that had to be observed correctly nevertheless, and he was only too grateful that in Malet he had someone he might rely on in that regard. But he could not resist a little chaffing. ‘And you are now au fait with the Staatsgrundgesetz?’

‘Indeed, Colonel. I considered it a penance for giving Lord Hol’ness a moment’s doubt.’

But in truth the Staatsgrundgesetz, the ‘house laws’, which governed succession in the multitude of German states, had been to Hervey a source of fascination (and no little amusement) since his Alsatian governess had introduced him to them with pride. And he ever thanked his good fortune that she had given him excellent German (and even better French) and a toleration to the ways of the native speaker – and also that the royal visit was come and gone, for he would not have liked to foot its bill from his own pocket.

‘And Abdel has a twin for whom he might be mistaken,’ said Malet, still intent on the Moorish details. ‘They flanked the entrance to the ante-room with consummate refinement, much admired by our colonel-in-chief’s retinue. Especially Princess Lieven.’

Hervey braced, while keeping (he trusted) his countenance. Princess Dorothea Lieven had pressed him hard on behalf of the Tsar’s cause against the Ottomans – she whose letter (he supposed) now awaited his attention, and whose munificence graced his writing table. Years of intriguing had evidently convinced her that all men were susceptible to her charm; that she could persuade them to undertake commissions which in the cold light of day they would surely have seen for what they were – invitations to disloyalty (or worse). Before leaving for the Levant, via St Petersburg, he had agreed to furnish her with his frank impressions of the Russian army, and likewise of the Turk. And this he had done with the knowledge of the Horse Guards. There was yet unfinished business on her account, however; business requiring some circumspection. Further to rendering his opinion in writing he had agreed then to meet with her, for (in her words) the purposes of clarification and elaboration, though he was yet to tell the Horse Guards of this. ‘Princess Lieven has been here? How so?’

‘She accompanied the King, who came with Princess Augusta.’

‘The King?’

‘Forgive me, Colonel; I had supposed you knew of it.’

‘News was not too much to be had in Bulgaria. I may take it that all was as His Majesty wished?’

‘Very much so, though he had to retire after the luncheon. He was very fatigued.’

‘Well, well …’ He took his chair. ‘To horse, then: what would you have me know, at last?’

Malet sat the other side of the table, put on a pair of reading spectacles and took up his order book. ‘You have yesterday’s states, Colonel; they are not much changed. Worsley’s troop – B, since the reductions – is at Maidenhead still. There were more disturbances during Sunday – two more barns burned.’

‘Deuced business.’ There seemed to him an especial evil in burning the summer’s harvest in midwinter. ‘How long will they be there?’

‘Until the Oxford lieutenancy assigns its yeomanry – what’s left of them. I understand the request was made on Sunday. I can’t think they can be relieved before the week is out.’

‘Mm. I’ll wager the good freeholders of Berkshire will rue the extra pennies on the rates to pay for soldiers – first a troop of regulars, and then Lord Churchill’s men. A deuced expensive economy their own yeomanry’s discharge.’ (The First Regiment of Berkshire Gentlemen and Yeomanry Cavalry had been disbanded three years before, in the late Mr Canning’s great scheme of retrenchment.)

‘And Vanneck’s troop has not yet had its recall from Windsor.’

Hervey nodded. This was the everyday of light cavalry, even in the dead of the year: a troop here, another there – dispersal in penny-packets, with nothing more for the lieutenant-colonel to command than clerks and bottle-washers … ‘Carry on.’

‘It was a poor harvest, and the winter early and hard,’ said Malet. ‘There is notice just received of something altogether more agreeable, however. We are warned to send a troop to Brussels, for the celebrations at Waterloo. Their king will attend, Lord Wellington also and divers German nobles – and Princess Augusta, and so it seems the Horse Guards think it propitious that a troop of ours be sent, though if our King goes too, as he declared it his intention to when he paid his visit here, then I fancy there’ll be his Life Guards and Blues as well.’

Hervey was at once intrigued. After the defeat of General Bonaparte in 1815 the Congress of Vienna had made a united kingdom of the Dutch Netherlands and the old Austrian (and before that the Spanish) Netherlands, under a Dutch king. There had seemed to those great statesmen redrawing the map of Europe no cause or just impediment why the Flanders of Rubens, Brueghel and van Dyck (and French-speaking Brabant and Wallonia) should not be joined together in constitutional matrimony with the old Dutch Republic – a ‘buffer state’ north of France. For why should not a Calvinist live in harmony with a Catholic? And why should difference of language be any obstacle to mutual understanding? Well, that was what the great statesmen of Europe had thought, so why should he, Colonel Matthew Hervey, have his doubts? These things were of no account compared with the necessity that the borders of France should not extend any further to the north, and that the Scheldt be not in French hands – pointed, as it were, like the barrel of a gun towards the Saxon shore. And so the Congress had pronounced the Dutch and the Belgics ‘man and wife’, one polity that no man must put asunder – without, that is, the consent of the Concert of Europe. Brussels was no longer the city it had once been (now alternating with Amsterdam as the capital every two years, with the government remaining in The Hague), though the crown prince held court there – and the crown prince had fought at Waterloo.

‘Have you warned a troop?’ asked Hervey.

‘No, Colonel; I imagined you might express a preference.’

‘It ought rightly to be the senior.’

Malet frowned, as if the moment had come. ‘Tyrwhitt’s. And in this resides a difficulty. He is in arrest.’

Nothing that occurred in a regiment of cavalry was without precedent; no delinquency of the rank and file, nor of those holding His Majesty’s commission, had the power to astonish – or, at least, should not have possessed that power over any who had served for a year or more. Nevertheless, somehow – perhaps by the manner of its discovery – the precedented occurrence could still come as a surprise.

‘You had thought of informing me before the day was out – even had we not the arduous task of warning a troop for Brussels? How so is he in arrest?’

Malet raised an eyebrow, acknowledging the further chaffing. ‘It seemed … perverse to include it with the first sips of your coffee, Colonel. I have as yet scant detail, but it would appear that he is detained in Dublin on charges that may amount to bigamy.’

‘Oh, good God!’ He’d never much cared for Tyrwhitt, not that he’d ever served with him in any sense that made for the term ‘fellow officer’. ‘Bigamy: better it were …’ He was going to say ‘buggery’, but thought better of it. ‘Better it were evading debts at the tables.’

‘It is not edifying, Colonel; no.’

In this Hervey knew full well that the opinion of his mess would not be unanimous, for it was a truth universally acknowledged: what female heart could resist a red coat (or a blue one atop a cavalry mount)? It was an essential part of female education, said that clerical wit, Sydney Smith: ‘As you have the rocking horse to accustom you to ride, I would have military dolls in the nursery, to harden their hearts against officers and red coats.’ Caveat virgo was the motto of many a wearer of the King’s coat, red or otherwise.

‘Though he must have the benefit of innocence until proven otherwise,’ he said, trying to convince himself as much as Malet. ‘Who is the lady – the other lady, I mean?’

‘Colonel, the business is one of some convolution, and there is nothing that may be done this day. Might we suspend it until I have better intelligence, and more pressing matters are dealt with?’

Hervey was more than content to. His first cup of coffee was not yet drained. ‘Very well. And is that the worst?’

‘I think … yes.’

‘Mm. Then by all means let us have things as you see fit.’

‘Thank you, Colonel. Shall I warn Vanneck for Brussels instead?’

‘He or Worsley … No, let it be Vanneck. None of them was there that day, but his sar’nt-major was.’

Malet nodded. ‘Which brings me to the very question. Yesterday I received a communication from Lord Hol’ness expressing the wish that Mr Rennie join him as soon as may be. He’s secured for him a commission, which in turn of course presents a vacancy …’

‘Ah, the very question indeed, but not entirely unexpected. I’ll make no remark now.’

‘Of course.’

But the prospects, he knew, would be diverting to all and sundry – a new commanding officer and a new regimental serjeant-major. What sayeth Scripture? – For the priesthood being changed, there is made of necessity a change also of the law … ‘Kick on.’

Malet changed the subject, as bid, much as he would have liked to speak his mind (which for the time being could perfectly well wait). ‘Did you call on Lord Hill, Colonel?’

‘No, I had not the opportunity. He’d lately taken leave.’

‘You are requested to meet with him on Thursday seven days. I’ve tried to discover to what purpose, but with little success, other than, I believe, it is in connection with aid to be given the civil power in the expectation of unrest this year.’

‘I wonder that the commander-in-chief himself should want to speak with me on such a matter …’

‘I understand that others have been summoned too.’

‘Most odd. Well, we shall see what we shall see, but it would be useful to know who other is to attend. What else?’

Reports, returns, reckonings, states, orders, courts of inquiry, redresses of grievance – all the administrative baggage of a regiment in peace, whose expenditure and regulation was the earnest concern of the Ordnance, the War Office and the Horse Guards: these must pass under the eye of the commanding officer. Malet himself had no wish to burden him – this was, after all, an adjutant’s commonplace – yet the lieutenant-colonel’s signature must ultimately attest to the sound management of the public purse and adherence to King’s Regulations. He must at least apprise him of the matters on which the increasing army of clerks in Whitehall sharpened their quills for battle.

‘I’ve warned the regimental staff to be ready for your inspection this afternoon, or tomorrow.’

The regimental staff, the not-quite-gentlemen (or not-at-all gentlemen) – the quartermaster, riding-master, paymaster, surgeon, veterinarian: these were the men on whose good artisan skill and housekeeping the regiment depended (and in great part his own reputation relied). Their ledgers were indeed bulwarks. Yes, he would see those books and their bearers presently. Besides, it was as good a way as any to acquaint himself with the latter three, who had joined only lately (the sawbones and the horse doctor since his leaving for the Levant).

He nodded.

Malet now smiled, a shade warily. ‘And Mr Pearce requests an interview.’

In the Sixth, as a rule, a subaltern officer requesting an interview of the commanding officer did so for one of four reasons: to resign his commission; to exchange with an officer in another regiment; to purchase his promotion; or to marry. It was no more than a courtesy that he should do so. To resign he merely had to send in his papers to the regimental agent in Craig’s Court, off Whitehall, and wait for a buyer. To exchange, the same. Likewise promotion. There was nothing that Messrs Greenwood, Cox and Hammersley could not arrange for the appropriate fee. Marriage was quite another business. It was indeed no business of anyone’s but the contracting parties, but for a reason that no one could ever recall an officer sought a blessing. It could scarcely have been imagined that a commanding officer might withhold it, though there had been talk once in the mess of a colonel who took an objection to the lady …

‘You’re not inclined to tell me why?’

Malet thought for a moment. ‘I’m not able to tell all, for I simply don’t know. But he’s asked for the hand of Lincoln’s daughter.’

Hervey was taken aback, for Lincoln was quartermaster. When Tom Weymouth, heir to Henrietta’s guardian, the Marquess of Bath, eloped with the daughter of the Warminster turnpike-keeper the Longleat heavens had fallen – and remained so still. Edward Pearce had come to the regiment five or six years ago straight from Eton, where his learning, looks and graceful bat had by all accounts made him one of the most popular Oppidans of his day. He had charmed Calcutta and the regiment alike, as well as throwing himself into the fight at Bhurtpore with commendable zeal. His future seemed assured – as befitted the son of one of the most respected of men. And now …

But Hervey had met Lucy Lincoln, in India – a girl of fifteen, her mother not long widowed (her late husband a quartermaster of Foot) and soon to be married to the Sixth’s then regimental serjeant-major. That was five, nearly six, years ago. Yet how he remembered the Lincolns’ wedding – four hundred dragoons confounded, who had each believed that the bachelorhood of the finest, longest-serving sar’nt-major the regiment had ever known was somehow a condition of his service. The Lincolns had sent Lucy to England soon afterwards to an academy for young ladies (Mr Lincoln was not without accumulated means, and on her mother’s side Mrs Lincoln was from a respectable family of yeoman farmers, and ran a ragged school for the children of the sepoys in the neighbouring lines). Lucy Lincoln, he’d heard say, was now as pretty as the daughter of any earl, and twice as clever. Nevertheless …

‘I wonder what says the quartermaster.’

‘Lincoln says next to nothing even when he’s talkative.’

Hervey smiled. ‘Indeed, indeed. And what will say Pearce’s father?’

Lieutenant-General Sir James Pearce was Assistant Secretary at War. There was no knowing his temper. But his younger son was intelligent and clean-limbed – Hervey had taken to him at once when he joined – and he supposed him perfectly sensible.

Malet merely inclined his head.

‘Then I should see him without delay.’

‘And Rennell.’

‘Rennell intends committing matrimony too?’

‘No, I may say that with assurance. Quite the opposite indeed.’

‘Is this to be a game of guessing, Malet? Rennell was taking instruction from a priest when
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