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This story is set in the winter of 1773, in and around the West Country of England. Midshipman Bolitho’s ship, the Gorgon, is laid up for refit, and he with some other ‘young gentlemen’ is allowed home for Christmas. Bolitho, now seventeen, returns to his family in Falmouth, taking with him his best friend and fellow midshipman, Martyn Dancer. Bolitho soon discovers that all is not well in Cornwall. There are rumours of an increase in smuggling, even witchcraft, and when a murdered man is found near the Bolitho house, ugly rumour becomes reality. Wrecking, the most savage of all crimes, is a further cause for alarm. Only a small and agile man-of-war can be of use against such restless enemies. To Falmouth comes one such vessel, the Avenger, and thoughts of a carefree leave are quickly forgotten by Richard Bolitho, especially when he learns the name of the Avenger’s commander. Alexander Kent’s second novel to cover Richard Bolitho’s early career follows the events described in Richard Bolitho – Midshipman, which was so warmly received by readers, young and old, of the Bolitho series.
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Richard Bolitho – Midshipman


For John and Betty Hamilton





1

A Ship of the Line



ALTHOUGH ONLY NOON, the clouds which scudded busily above Portsmouth harbour made it seem closer to evening. For several days a stiff easterly wind had turned the crowded anchorage into angry criss-crossing patterns of whitecaps, and an attendant drizzle gave each buffeted ship and the stout walls of the harbour defences a glistening, metallic sheen.

On Portsmouth Point itself, solid and uncompromising, stood the Blue Posts Inn. Like inns and hostelries in every busy seaport, it had been added to and altered over the years, but still retained an appearance of a sailor’s haunt. In fact, it was used more by young midshipmen than any other seafarers who came and went with the tides, and because of this it held an atmosphere all of its own. Low-beamed, noisy and not particularly clean, it had seen more than one would-be admiral pass through its scarred doors.

On this particular day in mid-October 1772, Richard Bolitho sat wedged in a corner of one of the long rooms half listening to the babble of voices around him, the clatter of plates and tankards and the hiss of rain against the small windows. The air was heavy with mixed aromas. Food and ale, tobacco and tar, and each time the street doors opened to a chorus of curses and complaints the keener tang of salt from the waiting ships.

Bolitho stretched his legs and sighed. After the long and broken coach journey from his home in Falmouth, and a large portion of rabbit pie which was one of the Blue Posts’ favourite dishes for the ‘young gentlemen’, he was feeling drowsy. He glanced curiously at the other midshipmen nearby. Some were very young. Children, no more than twelve years old at the most. He smiled, despite his normal reserve. When he had joined his first ship as midshipman he too had been twelve. Only by thinking back to that time could he appreciate how he had altered. How the Navy had changed him. He had been exactly like one of the boys along the table from him. Frightened, awed by the noise and outward hostility of a man-of-war, yet somehow determined not to show it, and always imagining that everyone else was entirely unimpressed by his surroundings.

And that had been four years ago. It was still difficult to accept. Four years in which he had matured and moulded to the ship around him. At first he had believed he would never be able to learn all that was asked and demanded of him. The bewildering complex of rigging and shrouds. The miles of cordage of every shape and length which made a ship move and obey. Sail drill and gun drill, up aloft on dizzily swaying yards in rain and sleet, or on days when it was so hot he had almost fainted and dropped to the deck far below. He had learned to understand the unwritten laws of the world between decks, the loyalties and rules which made everyday life possible in the overcrowded turbulent existence of a King’s ship. He had not only survived, he had come through it better than he had thought possible. But not without some bruises and a few tears to mark his journey.

Now, on this dismal October day, he was joining his second ship, the seventy-four-gun Gorgon, which lay somewhere at anchor in the Solent.

He saw a small midshipman wolfing down a huge portion of boiled pork, and smiled grimly. He would live to regret it. It would be a long and lively pull in a boat through this wind.

He thought suddenly of his home in Cornwall, the great grey-stone house below Pendennis Castle where he and his brother and two sisters had grown up together. And where for that matter the Bolitho family had been living for generations. It had been different from what he had expected, from what he had dreamed about as he had endured storm and heat alike. For one thing, only his mother and sisters had been there to greet him. His father, who commanded a ship similar to the one he was joining, had been away in Indian waters. His older brother, Hugh, was senior midshipman in a frigate in the Mediterranean. The house had seemed quiet and very still after a ship of the line.

His new appointment had been delivered on his sixteenth birthday. To proceed with all despatch to His Britannic Majesty’s Ship Gorgon at Spithead, which under the command of Captain Beves Conway was recommissioning for duty in the King’s name.

His mother had tried to hide her dismay. His sisters had laughed and cried as the fancy took them.

When he had made his way to board the Falmouth coach he had seen the farm workers nod to him as he had passed. But no show of surprise. For many, many years Bolithos had left the grey house to join one ship or another. Some of them had never returned.

And now it was all beginning again for Richard Bolitho. He had vowed that there were mistakes he would never repeat, some lessons he would remember above all else. A midshipman was neither fish nor fowl. He stood between the lieutenants and the true backbone of any vessel, the warrant officers. At one end of the ship, aloof and unreachable like some sort of god, was the captain. Above, around and beyond the overcrowded midshipmen’s berth were the ship’s company. Seamen and marines, volunteers and pressed men alike, packed together between decks, yet at all times separated by status and experience. Harsh discipline was the rule rather than the exception, danger and death from working the ship in all weathers were too commonplace to mention.

When landsmen saw a King’s ship working clear of the shore, her yards alive with sailors and freshly set sails, when they heard the bang of gun-salutes, the lusty voices of those at the capstan joining in a well-tried shanty, they knew nothing of that other world within the deep hull. Which was probably just as well.

‘Anyone sitting here?’

Bolitho came out of his thoughts and looked up. Another midshipman, fair-haired and blue-eyed, was smiling at him.

The newcomer added, ‘Martyn Dancer. I’m joining the Gorgon. The landlord pointed you out to me.’

Bolitho introduced himself and moved along the bench.

‘Not your first ship.’

Dancer smiled sadly. ‘Almost. I was in the flagship until she went into dock. My experience amounts to three months and two days.’ He saw Bolitho’s expression. ‘I started late. My father was unwilling to let me go to sea.’ He shrugged. ‘But I had my way in the end.’

Bolitho liked what he saw. Dancer had certainly begun his sea career late. He was about his own age, and had the quiet, cultured voice of a good family. A town family, he decided.

Dancer was saying, ‘I have heard that we are sailing for West Africa. But then …’

Bolitho grinned. ‘It is as good a rumour as any. I heard it too. It will be better than beating back and forth with the Channel Fleet.’

Dancer grimaced. ‘The Seven Years War has been over for nine years. I’d have thought the French would be at us again by now, if only to get their Canadian possessions back.’

Bolitho turned as two crippled seamen approached the landlord who was watching one of his girls ladling stew into pewter pots.

No real war for nine years. It was true enough. And yet there were still other conflicts around the world which never stopped. Uprisings and piracy, colonies fighting their new masters, they had claimed as many victims as any line of battle.

The landlord said harshly, ‘Be off with you! I want no beggars here!’

One of the sailors, his right arm amputated almost to the shoulder, retorted angrily, ‘I’m no bloody beggar! I was in the old Marlborough, seventy-four, with Rear-Admiral Rodney!’

There was complete silence in the long room, and Bolitho saw that several of the younger midshipmen were staring at the two cripples with something like horror.

The second man exclaimed anxiously, ‘Leave it be, Ted! The devil will give us nothin’!’

Dancer said, ‘Give them all they need.’ He dropped his eyes, confused and angry. ‘I will pay.’

Bolitho looked at him, sharing his concern. His shame.

‘That was well said, Martyn.’ He touched his sleeve impetuously. ‘I am glad we are joining together.’

They both looked up as a shadow fell between them and one of the smoky lanterns.

The one-armed man was staring at them, his face very grim.

He said quietly, ‘Thank you, young gentlemen.’ He thrust out his hand. ‘Good luck go with you. I reckon I’m seeing two captains.’

He moved away as one of the serving girls carried two steaming pots of food to a side table, adding for the room’s benefit, ‘Some of you take heed of this day. A lesson for you.’

The landlord thrust his large bulk towards the midshipmen as the buzz of conversation slowly returned.

‘I’ll take your damn money now!’ He glared at Dancer. ‘And after that …’

Bolitho said calmly, ‘After that, landlord, you will bring two glasses of brandy for us.’ He watched the man’s mounting fury, gauging the moment as he would the fall of a nine-pound shot. ‘I would mind your manners if I were you. My friend here is fortunately in good humour. But his father owns most of the land around this point.’

The landlord swallowed hard. ‘But, God bless you, sir, I was only teasing! I’ll bring the brandy at once. The best I have, and I trust you will allow me to pay for it.’ He hurried away, his face suddenly worried.

Dancer said incredulously, ‘But my father is a tea merchant in the City of London! I doubt if he has ever seen Portsmouth Point in his life!’ He shook his head. ‘I think I shall have to sharpen my wits if I am to keep pace with you, Richard!’

Bolitho smiled gravely. ‘Dick, if you don’t mind.’

As they were sipping their brandy the street door was flung wide open. This time it did not close. Framed in the entrance was a lieutenant in a streaming tarpaulin coat, his cocked hat sodden from spray and rain.

He barked, ‘All midshipmen for the Gorgon to muster at the sallyport at once. There is a party of men outside to take your chests to the boat.’

He strode to the fire and snatched a goblet of brandy from the landlord.

‘It’s blowing like hell outside.’ He held his reddened hands above the blaze. ‘God help us.’

As an afterthought he added, ‘Who is the senior amongst you?’

Bolitho saw the anxious exchange of glances, the way that the snug contentment had given way to something like panic.

He said, ‘I think I am, sir. Richard Bolitho.’

The lieutenant eyed him suspiciously. ‘So be it. March ’em to the sallyport and report to the boat’s cox’n. I will be along shortly.’ He raised his voice. ‘And when I get there, I want every mother’s son of you ready to leave, see?’

The smallest midshipman said desperately, ‘I think I’m going to be sick!’

Somebody laughed, but the lieutenant roared, ‘You’re going to be sick, sir! Say sir when you address an officer, damn you!’

The landlord’s wife watched the untidy cluster of midshipmen hurrying towards the rain.

‘Yew’m a bit hard on ’em, Mr Hope, sir.’

The lieutenant grinned. ‘We all had to go through it, m’dear. Anyway, the captain’s difficult enough as it is, what with one thing and t’other. If I’m adrift with the new midshipmen then I’ll be in for a broadside!’

Outside on the wet cobbles Bolitho watched some seamen loading the black chests into an assortment of barrows. Burly and tanned, they looked like experienced sailors, and he guessed that the captain was taking no chances by allowing less reliable members of his company ashore in case they deserted.

In weeks, even days, he would know these men and many more. He would not fall into the old traps as in his other ship. He knew now that trust was something you had to earn, not a gift which went with the uniform.

He nodded to the senior hand. ‘We will move off directly.’

The man grinned at him. ‘Not the first time for you then, sir?’

Bolitho fell in step beside Dancer. ‘Or the last.’

At the sallyport they found the boat’s coxswain sheltering behind the wall. Beyond it the Solent heaved and broke to endless ranks of cruising wavecrests, and against the leaden sky the few gulls looked like white spindrift.

The coxswain touched his hat. ‘I suggest you get ’em all aboard, sir. There’s quite a tide runnin’ an’ the first lieutenant wants the boat to do another trip afore the dog watches.’ He dropped his voice. ‘ ’Is name is Mr Verling, sir. Be warned. ’E’s a mite rough on some young gennlemen. Likes ’em to try their ’ands at everythin’ ’e does.’ He chuckled unfeelingly. ‘Gawd, look at ’em. ’E’ll ’ave ’em for breakfast.’

Bolitho snapped, ‘And I you, if you don’t stop gossiping.’

Dancer stared at him as the man hurried away.

Bolitho said, ‘I’ve met his sort before, Martyn. The next minute he’d be asking permission to go off for a quick tot of rum.’ He grinned. ‘I think the lieutenant back there would be displeased, never mind the formidable Mr Verling.’

The officer in question appeared by the wall, his eyes somewhat glassy.

‘Into the boat! Lively there!’

Dancer said quietly, ‘I think maybe my father was right!’

Bolitho waited for the others to clamber down the slippery ladder towards the pitching longboat.

‘I’m not sorry to go back to sea.’ And he was surprised to find that he meant it.

The journey from the sallyport to the anchored two-decker took the best part of an hour. During the trip in the madly leaping longboat the midshipmen who managed to survive being violently sick had plenty of time to study their new home as she grew larger and taller through the relentless rain.

Bolitho had made it his business to learn something about his next appointment. Seventy-fours, as these sturdy two-deckers were nicknamed, made up the bulk of the fleet. In any big sea battle they were always predominant in the line where the fighting was hardest. And yet he knew from experience, and what he had heard old sailors say, that each one was as different from the other as salt from molasses.

While the oarsmen pulled the boat over each angry crest he kept his attention on the ship, seeing the towering masts and crossed yards, the shining black and buff hull with its lines of closed gunports, the scarlet ensign at her high stern and the jack at her bows making patches of colour against the background of grey sea and sky. The oarsmen were getting tired from their hard efforts, and it took the repeated stroke from the coxswain and several threats from the red-faced lieutenant to keep them working in unison.

Around and under the long bowsprit and jib boom, beneath which the brightly gilded figurehead seemed to stare down at the silent midshipmen with something like hatred. It was a splendid if frightening example of a woodcarver’s art. The Gorgon’s figurehead was a mass of writhing serpents, the face below set in a fierce glare, the eyes very large and edged with red paint to give an added effect of menace.

And then, panting and scrabbling, they were being pushed, hauled and bundled unceremoniously up the ship’s side, so that when they arrived on the broad quarterdeck it seemed almost sheltered and calm by comparison.

Bolitho said, ‘She looks smart enough, Martyn.’

He ran his eyes quickly along the neat lines of the quarterdeck nine-pounders, their black barrels gleaming in the rain, the trucks freshly painted, every piece of tackle neat and carefully stowed.

Seamen were working aloft on the yards and along the gangways on either beam which joined quarterdeck to forecastle. Beneath the gangways, at the same regular intervals, were the upper deck batteries of eighteen-pounders, while on the deck below them were the ship’s main armament of powerful thirty-two-pounders. When required, Gorgon could and would speak with loud authority.

The lieutenant shouted, ‘Over here!’

The midshipmen hurried to obey, some fearful and already lost. Others wary and careful to watch what was required of them.

‘In a moment you will go to your quarters.’ The lieutenant had to raise his voice above the hiss of rain, the persistent din of wind through rigging and furled sails. ‘I just want to tell you that you are now appointed to one of the finest ships in His Majesty’s Navy, one with high standards and no tolerance of laggards. There are twelve midshipmen all told aboard Gorgon, including yourselves, so the mother’s boys had best work doubly hard to avoid trouble. You will be given postings to gundecks and other parts of the ship until you are able to work with the people without making a poor example to them.’

Bolitho turned as some men hurried past under the control of a tough-looking boatswain’s mate. Fresh from the land by the cut of them, he thought. Taken from debtors’ prisons and from the Assize Courts where but for the need of men for the fleet they would be held until transportation to the American colonies. The Navy’s appetite for men was never satisfied, and with the country at peace it was even harder to supply its needs. As he watched the hurrying party of men Bolitho thought it hardly made sense of what the lieutenant had just said. Not only the midshipmen were new and untrained. Many of the ship’s company were little better.

As he slitted his eyes against the rain he found time to marvel at the way a ship like this could swallow such a force of human beings. Gorgon, he knew, contained a company of some six hundred officers, seamen and marines in her fat, seventeen-hundred-ton hull, and yet to look along her upper deck it was hard to see more than thirty or so at any one time.

‘You!’

Bolitho turned as the lieutenant’s voice cut into his thoughts.

‘I hope I am not boring you?’

Bolitho replied, ‘I am sorry, sir.’

‘I will be watching you.’

The lieutenant stiffened as another officer approached from the poop.

Bolitho guessed the newcomer to be the first lieutenant. Mr Verling was tall and thin, with an expression so dour that he could have been a judge about to pass sentence of death rather than offering welcome to some new officers. He had a protruding, beaked nose which thrust from beneath his cocked hat as if to seek out some new crime in his ship, and his eyes, as they wandered along the swaying line of midshipmen, were devoid of pity or warmth.

He said, ‘I am the senior in this ship.’ Even his tone was clipped, with all the compassion honed out of it. ‘Whilst on board you will attend to your various duties at all times. You will become so involved with your training and preparation for examination as lieutenants that you will eventually put it before all else, and any sort of leisure will be seen even by you as both selfish and pointless.’ He nodded to the other officer. ‘Mr Hope is the fifth lieutenant and will be keeping an eye on you until you are settled in your allocated watches. Mr Turnbull, the master, will of course expect a high standard in navigational studies and the general working of the ship at sea.’

His gimlet eyes fastened on the smallest figure at the end of the line, the one who had been violently sick in the longboat, and who looked as if he was about to repeat it.

‘And what is your name?’

‘Eden, s-sir.’

‘Age?’ The word was like a knife cut.

‘T-twelve, s-sir.’

Hope said, ‘He has a stutter, sir.’ Even his earlier belligerence had faded in the presence of his superior.

‘Has he indeed. I am certain the boatswain will take care of that before he reaches thirteen years, if he lasts that long!’

Verling seemed to tire of the encounter. ‘Dismiss them, Mr Hope. We will weigh tomorrow if the wind stays with us. There is much to do.’ He strode away without another glance.

Hope said wearily, ‘Mr Grenfell will take you below.’

Grenfell, it turned out, was the senior midshipman. A thickset, unsmiling young man of about seventeen, he relaxed as soon as Hope had disappeared.

He said, ‘Follow me. Mr Hope is a fair man, but he is worried about his promotion.’

Bolitho smiled. In a ship of the line promotion was always difficult, especially without a war to thin the ranks. As fifth lieutenant Hope had only one officer junior to himself in the wardroom, and unless the lieutenants above him were promoted, sent into other ships or killed he was hard put to find advancement.

Dancer whispered, ‘In the flagship we had a sixth lieutenant who was so desperate that he learned to play the flute merely because the admiral’s wife liked it!’

They fell silent as they followed the senior midshipman down the first companion ladder to the deck below, and the deck below that. The deeper they went into the hull the more confined it seemed to become. They were surrounded by shadowy figures, faceless and unreal in the half-darkness, their heads bowed beneath deck beams and the carefully slung equipment for each tethered cannon. The smells too seemed to rise to meet them. Salt beef and tar, bilge and packed humanity, while all around them the massive hull creaked and groaned like a live thing, the deckhead lanterns spiralling and throwing shapes across the great timbers and seamen alike, as in part of a vast painting.

The midshipmen’s berth was on the orlop deck. Beneath the lower gundeck, and indeed lower than the waterline itself, it had no light other than from the hatches and the swaying lanterns.

Grenfell said offhandedly, ‘This is it. We share it with the senior master’s mates.’ He grimaced towards a white-painted screen. ‘Although they choose to stay aloof from us.’

Bolitho looked at his companions. Without difficulty he could imagine what they were feeling. He could recall how he had endured the first hours, how he would have given anything for a friendly word when it was most needed.

He said, ‘It looks fine. Better than my last ship.’

The boy called Eden asked, ‘Really?’

Grenfell smiled. ‘It’s what you make it.’ He swung round as a diminutive figure scrambled past the screen door. ‘This is your servant. His name is Starr, but he doesn’t say much. Just tell him what you need and I’ll arrange it with the purser.’

Starr was even younger than Eden. Probably about ten, and small for his age. He had the pinched features of a child from the slums, and his arms were so thin they were like sticks.

Bolitho asked quietly, ‘Where are you from?’

The boy eyed him warily. ‘Newcastle, sir. Me dad was a miner there. He was killed in a fall.’ His voice was toneless, as if he was speaking of another world.

‘I’ll damn well kill you if you treat my shirts like this one!’

Bolitho turned as another midshipman, flushed from the wind and rain, strode beneath the low beams. With Grenfell he was obviously one of the ship’s three midshipmen remaining from the last commission, and like Grenfell too, still awaiting the chance to sit an examination for lieutenant.

He was in ill humour, and had the sullen good looks of one bred to authority.

Grenfell said, ‘Easy, Samuel. The new boys are with us.’

The other one seemed to realise he was surrounded with awkward-looking newcomers and snapped, ‘I’m Samuel Marrack. Signals midshipman and captain’s messenger.’

Dancer said, ‘It sounds important.’

Marrack stared at him. ‘It is. And when you appear before our illustrious captain it is best to do it in a clean shirt!’ He lashed out at the small servant with his hat and added, ‘So remember that in future, you hound!’

He threw himself on to a chest. ‘Get me some wine. I’m as dry as dust.’

Bolitho sat down beside Dancer and watched the others opening and shutting their chests like blind men. He had hoped to be appointed to a frigate like his brother. Free of the fleet’s heavy authority, able to cover great distances in a third of the time it would take the ponderous Gorgon, and with all the possibilities of adventure he had so often dreamed of.

But Gorgon was his new home, and he would have to make the best of her for as long as the Navy dictated. A ship of the line.





2

Outward Bound



‘ALL HANDS! ALL hands aloft to reef tops’ls!’

Like the insistent voice in a nightmare the order was piped and repeated along the Gorgon’s decks until the ship quivered to the thud of feet as the watch below dashed to their stations to be mustered.

Bolitho shook Dancer roughly by the shoulder until he almost fell from his hammock.

‘Come on, Martyn! We’re shortening sail again!’

He waited as Dancer dragged on his shoes and coat and then together they ran for the nearest ladder. Three, no nearly four days it had gone on like this. From the moment the seventy-four had weighed anchor and started her passage down-channel towards the Atlantic it had been an endless turmoil of resetting sails, of dragging weary bodies up the shrouds to the vibrating yards, and all the while harried and driven by the first lieutenant’s voice from the quarterdeck. Even that had been part of the nightmare, for to make his orders heard above the roar of sea and wind Verling had had to use his speaking trumpet, making his sharp voice a ceaseless goad for the gasping midshipmen.

For the new hands it was always worse, of course. A midshipman had very little status in a King’s ship. The common seaman had none at all.

Bolitho knew that to allow any break in discipline at a moment like changing a ship’s tack in a heavy wind could be disastrous, but he was sickened to see unnecessary violence used on a man who was perhaps too terrified by working high above the deck to understand what was required of him.

It was no different from the last time. Not yet dawn, but there was a paler hint of grey showing itself in the low clouds, and precious little else to light a way to the shrouds. Lieutenants fretted impatiently as petty officers and master’s mates checked their lists of names at the foot of each mast. The marines clumped aft to the mizzen braces, their boots skidding on wet planking, and by the quarterdeck rail the first lieutenant bobbed and pointed, waving his speaking trumpet to emphasise some point or other.

Bolitho peered aft to the big double wheel. Four helmsmen were clinging to the spokes so that he guessed there was still a big swell running to test the thrust of sails and rudder. Beside them he could see old Turnbull, the sailing master, shapeless in his heavy coat, his fists like red crabs as he gestured to his quartermaster.

Quite alone by the weather nettings was the captain. He was wrapped in a long boatcloak, but his hair blew in the wind while he peered up at the reefed topsails, which with the jib were the only canvas they were able to carry in such a gale.

Bolitho had got no nearer than this to his captain since he had come aboard. In the distance he looked very cool and dignified, apparently untouched by the confusion of hurrying seamen and bawling petty officers.

Dancer gritted his teeth. ‘God, I’m near frozen.’

Lieutenant Hope, who was responsible for the foremast, yelled, ‘Take ’em aloft, Mr Bolitho! And I want the time cut by minutes before I’m satisfied!’

A whistle shrilled and it all started again. The nimble-footed topmen racing each other up the ratlines while the new hands and less confident followed behind them pursued by threats and not a few blows from the petty officers’ rattans to hurry them along.

And above it all Verling’s voice, distorted and inhuman through his trumpet, controlling and steering everyone.

‘Another pull on the weather forebrace! Mr Tregorren, there’s a man in your division who needs starting, damn your eyes, sir! Two more hands aft to the mizzen braces!’ He never stopped.

Up those rough, shaking ratlines and around the futtock shrouds, hanging out and down above the hull and creaming sea below, clinging with fingers and toes to keep from falling. Then breathless on to the foretop, with men already scrambling further still to the topsail yard, swarming out on either beam like monkeys, clawing and fisting the thick, half-frozen canvas to control it, to take in another reef while each billowing section did its best to knock the men from their perches and hurl them aside. Curses and sobs, men swearing terrible oaths as fingernails were torn out by the rough heavy-weather canvas; or they fought off their more frightened companions who clung to them for support.

Bolitho gripped a backstay and watched the scene on the other masts. It was almost done, and the ship was answering to the lesser thrust in her sails. Far below, foreshortened like dwarfs, he saw the quarterdeck officers and the afterguard who were securing their halliards and braces. Still by the weather side, the captain was watching the yards. Was he worried? Bolitho wondered. He certainly did not look it.

‘Secure, Mr Hope!’ Verling could not resist adding, ‘You seem to have some cripples in your division! I suggest extra sail drill in the forenoon!’

Bolitho and Dancer slid to the deck on a backstay to find Mr Hope fuming again.

‘God damn it, I shall swing for that one!’ Hope recovered himself and added, ‘And for you too, if you don’t drive the people harder!’

As Hope strode aft Bolitho said, ‘His bark is worse than his bite. Come on, Martyn, let us see what young Starr has saved us for breakfast. There is no point in climbing into a hammock now. They will call the hands directly.’

They found a reedy, severe-looking man in a plain blue coat waiting in the midshipmen’s berth when they hurried breathlessly into its damp security. Bolitho already knew his name was Henry Scroggs, the captain’s clerk, who messed with their neighbours, the master’s mates.

Scroggs snapped, ‘Bolitho, is it not?’ He did not wait for an answer. ‘Report to the captain. Mr Marrack has injured his arm and Mr Grenfell has the morning watch.’ He waited, his face impassive. ‘Well, sir, jump to it, if you wish to draw breath again!’

Bolitho stared at him, recalling what Marrack had said about clean shirts, conscious of his own dishevelled appearance.

Dancer offered, ‘Here, let me help you get dressed.’

The clerk snapped, ‘No time. Next to Grenfell and Marrack, you are senior, Bolitho. The captain is very definite about such matters.’ He swayed as the ship tilted steeply and sent the sea boiling loudly over the upper deck. ‘I suggest you make a move!’

Bolitho reached for his hat and said ruefully, ‘Very well.’ Then ducking beneath the low deckbeams he made his way aft.

Bolitho stood breathing hard outside a white-painted screen door beneath the poop. After the crowded quarters between decks, the shadowy figures of the seamen returning from the work on the yards, it seemed very quiet. Beside the door, standing rigidly in a pool of light from a deckhead lantern, a marine sentry regarded him coldly before calling, ‘Signal midshipman, sir!’ He further emphasised the introduction by banging the butt of his musket smartly on the deck.

The door opened, and Bolitho saw the captain’s servant beckoning him urgently, holding the door open just sufficiently to allow him to enter. Like a footman in a fine house who is not sure of an unwelcome visitor.

‘If you would wait ’ere,’ pause, ‘sir.’

Bolitho waited. It was a fine lobby which opened on to the captain’s dining room and which ran the whole breadth of the hull. Glass tinkled quietly in a large mahogany cabinet, while above the long polished table a circular tray of bottles and decanters swung evenly to the ship’s motion. The deck was covered in canvas, well painted in black and white squares, and the nine-pounder cannon on either side of the cabin were discreetly hidden under chintz covers.

The door in a further screen opened and the servant said, ‘This way, sir.’ He was watching Bolitho with something like despair.

The great cabin. Bolitho stood just inside the door, his cocked hat wedged beneath one arm as he stared at the broad expanse of his captain’s domain.

The cabin was splendid, and made further so by the huge stern windows which were so streaked with salt and dappled spray that in the grey dawn light they looked like those of a cathedral.

Captain Beves Conway was sitting at a large desk, leafing slowly through a sheaf of papers. A mug of something hot was steaming by his elbow, and as the lantern above the desk swung this way and that Bolitho saw that he was already dressed in a clean shirt and breeches, and his blue coat with its broad white lapels was laid carefully on a bench seat, his hat and boatcloak nearby. There was nothing about the man’s face or appearance to suggest he had just returned from the deck and the bitter wind.

He looked up and studied Bolitho without expression.

The captain said, ‘Name?’

‘Bolitho, sir.’ His voice sounded different in the broad cabin.

‘Yes.’

The captain half turned as his clerk entered the cabin by another small door. In the lamplight and the angled glow from the stern windows Beves Conway had an alert, intelligent profile, but his eyes were hard and gave nothing away.

He was speaking curtly to Scroggs, his tone clipped, matter of fact, about things which Bolitho could only guess at.

He glanced to one side and saw himself for the first time in a long, gilt-framed mirror. No wonder the cabin servant had looked worried.

Richard Bolitho was tall for his years, tall and slim, with hair so black that it made his tanned features seem pale. In his seagoing coat, one which he had bought eighteen months earlier and had all but grown out of, he looked more like a vagrant than a King’s officer.

He realised with a start that the captain was speaking to him.

‘Well, Mr Midshipman, er, Bolitho, due to unforeseen circumstances it seems I must rely on your skills to assist my clerk until Mr Marrack is recovered from his, er, injury.’ He regarded him calmly. ‘What duties have you in my command?’

‘Lower gundeck, sir, and with Mr Hope’s division for sail drill.’

‘Neither of those require that you should look like a dandy, Mr, er, Bolitho, but in my ship I need all my officers to set a perfect example, no matter what duty they are performing. As a junior officer you will be ready for anything. In this command you lead, you set an example, and wherever this ship takes you, you will not only represent the Navy, you will be the Navy!’

‘I understand, sir.’ Bolitho tried again. ‘We had been aloft to shorten sail, sir, and …’

‘Yes.’ The captain gave what might have been a wry smile. ‘I gave that order. I had been on deck for several hours before I decided it was really necessary.’ He pulled a slim gold watch from his breeches. ‘Return to your berth on the orlop and put yourself to rights. I want you aft again in ten minutes.’ He closed the watch with a snap. ‘Precisely.’

They were the shortest ten minutes in Bolitho’s memory. Helped by Starr and Midshipman Dancer, and hindered by the luckless Eden, who chose the moment to be sick again, he eventually found his way aft to confront the same sentry by the door, but to discover the great cabin already busy with visitors. Lieutenants with questions or reports on storm damage. The master, who, from what Bolitho could gather, was either for or against the possible promotion of one of his mates. Major Dewar of the ship’s marines, his jowls as scarlet as his uniform, even the purser, Mr Poland, a veritable weasel of a man, appeared to be calling on the captain. And it was only dawn.

The clerk led Bolitho unceremoniously to a small desk by the streaming quarter windows. Outside, through the thick glass, he saw the dull grey sea, the long streaks of breaking foam on every crest. A cluster of gulls dipped and wheeled around the Gorgon’s high counter, obviously expecting something to be flung overboard by the cook. Bolitho felt his stomach contract. They would be unlucky, he thought. Between them, the cook and the miserly purser left few scraps for gulls.

He heard the captain discussing fresh water with Laidlaw, the surgeon, and something about scouring the empty casks to make them purer for a long voyage.

The surgeon was a tired-looking man with deep, hooded eyes and a permanent stoop. Too long in small ships, or too long bent over his luckless victims, Bolitho could only guess.

He was saying, ‘It’s a bad bit of coast there, sir.’

The captain replied tersely, ‘I know that, damn it. I did not choose to take this ship and all her people to the west coast of Africa just to test your ability at curing ills!’

The clerk leaned over the little desk. He had a dank smell, like unwashed bedding.

He said dourly, ‘You can begin by copying these orders for the captain. Five of each. Nice and clear, with a firm hand, or you’ll be in trouble.’

Bolitho waited for Scroggs to shuffle away and then cocked his ear towards the little group around the captain. While he had been struggling into one his clean shirts and a fresh neckcloth, he had discovered that his first awe at meeting the captain had begun to shift to resentment. Conway had dismissed his reason for being improperly dressed as unimportant, even trivial. In its place he had presented his own image, that of the captain always on call, tireless, and never without a solution for anything.

But now, as he listened to Conway’s calm, unhurried voice, the mention of some four thousand miles to be sailed, the most profitable courses to be used, food, fresh water, and above all the training and efficiency of the company, he could only marvel.

In this cabin, which for a few moments he had regarded as the height of luxury, the captain fought his own private battles. He could share his anxieties with nobody, could divide his responsibility not at all. Bolitho shivered. The great cabin could become a prison for any man who lost his way in doubt.

He recalled his own childhood when he had visited his father’s ship on those rare and privileged occasions when she had anchored at Falmouth. How different it had been. His father’s officers smiling and friendly, some almost subservient in his presence. Rather different from his later introduction as a midshipman, when lieutenants had appeared bad-tempered and intolerant.

Scroggs was at his side again.

‘Take this message to the boatswain and come back immediately.’ He thrust a folded piece of paper into his hand.

Bolitho picked up his hat and hurried past the big desk. He was almost through the screen door when the captain’s voice halted him in his tracks.

‘What did you say your name was?’

‘Bolitho, sir.’

‘Very well. Be off with you, and mark what I said.’ Conway looked down at his papers and waited for the door to close.

When he glanced up again at the surgeon he said shortly, ‘No better way to inform the people of what we are about than to let a new midshipman overhear.’

The surgeon regarded him gravely. ‘I think I know that boy’s family, sir. His grandfather was with Wolfe at Quebec.’

‘Really.’ Conway was already studying the next paper.

The surgeon added softly, ‘He was a rear-admiral, sir.’

But Conway was elsewhere in his thoughts, his features set in a small frown.

The surgeon sighed. Captains were quite unreachable.
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SOUTH-WEST AND THEN south, day in day out, with barely a pause from backbreaking work. While the Gorgon thrust her heavy bulk clear of the English Channel and headed down towards the notorious Bay of Biscay, Bolitho and his new companions drew closer together, as if to use their combined strength against the ship and the sea.

He had heard Turnbull, the master, say that the weather was as bad as he could recall for the time of year, and for someone who had seen some thirty winters in the Navy it was a statement to be taken seriously. Especially now that Bolitho had lost his temporary work in the great cabin. When Marrack had returned to duty after injuring his arm in the first storm, Bolitho had joined Dancer at the foremast whenever the call to make or shorten sail had been piped.

If he found a moment to consider his progress in his new ship, which was not often, Bolitho thought more of his physical than his mental state. He was always hungry, and every muscle and bone seemed to ache from constant climbs aloft or the other demands of gun drill on the lower batteries of thirty-two-pounders. When the sea and wind moderated, and Gorgon headed south under almost a full set of canvas, the ship’s company went to quarters to learn, exercise and sweat blood over the heavy and cumbersome tiers of guns. On the lower deck it was made doubly difficult by the lieutenant in charge.

Grenfell, the senior midshipman, had already warned Bolitho about him, and as long days ran into longer weeks, while the ship pushed her beakhead between the Madeiran Islands and the coast of Morocco, all invisible even to the masthead lookouts, the name of Mr Piers Tregorren, the fourth lieutenant and the master of Gorgon’s twenty-eight heaviest cannon, took on new importance.

The fourth lieutenant was a massive figure, with the swarthy skin and lank hair more suitable to a Spaniard or gypsy than a sea officer. The beams of the shadowy gundeck were so low that Tregorren had to duck and rise between them as he strode forward or aft to supervise the practice loading and running-out of each weapon. Big, belligerent and impatient, he was a hard man to serve.

Even Dancer, who was usually so busy keeping out of trouble that he saved his strength for eating and sleeping, had noticed that Tregorren seemed to have taken a dislike to Bolitho. It was strange, Bolitho thought, for Tregorren was a fellow Cornishman, and usually that was one bond which survived even the cuts and bruises of discipline.

Because of this animosity Bolitho had received three lots of extra duty, and on another occasion had been sent to the foremast crosstrees in a savage wind until ordered by the officer of the watch to descend. Harsh, unfair, it certainly was, but the punishment brought other sides of shiplife into the open. Young Eden produced a pot of honey which his mother had given him, and which he had been saving for some suitable occasion. Tom Jehan, the gunner, a really unsympathetic warrant officer, who messed beyond the screen and rarely deigned to speak with lowly midshipmen, brought a large mug of brandy from his private stock to restore some life to Bolitho’s frozen body.

The endless, unrelenting training on sail and gun took other tolls, too.

Before they had even passed Gibraltar two men were lost overboard, and another died after falling from the mainyard and breaking his back on an eighteen-pounder. He was buried at a brief, but to the new men moving, ceremony, his corpse sewn in a hammock and dropped overboard weighted with roundshot, while the Gorgon tilted steeply to a brisk north-easterly.

Further strains showed themselves like cracks in metal. Arguments broke out amongst the seamen, some trivial, some less so. A man turned on a boatswain’s mate who had ordered him aloft for the third time in a watch to splice some worn rigging and was consequently taken aft to be awarded punishment.

Bolitho had seen his first flogging at the age of twelve and a half. He had never grown used to it, but he knew what to expect. The newer and younger midshipmen did not.

First came the pipe, ‘All hands lay aft to witness punishment!’ Next the rigging of a grating on one of the gangways, while the marines trooped athwartships across the poop, their scarlet coats and white crossbelts very clear against the dull, overcast sky. The ship’s company seemed to swell out of every hatchway and hiding place, until the decks, shrouds and even the boat tier were crammed with silently watching figures.

And then the little procession wended its way to the rigged grating. Hoggett, the boatswain, and his two mates, Beedle, the unsmiling master-at-arms, Bunn, the ship’s corporal, with the prisoner and Laidlaw, the surgeon, bringing up the rear. On the quarterdeck, its pale planking dappled with droplets of spume and spray, the officers and warrant officers took their places in order of seniority and importance. By the lee side the midshipmen, all twelve of them, made two short ranks on their own.

The prisoner was stripped and then seized up on the grating, his muscled back pale against the scrubbed wood, his face hidden as he listened to the captain’s austere voice as he read the relevant Articles of War before finishing with, ‘Two dozen, Mr Hoggett.’

And so, between the staccato roll of a solitary marine drummer boy, who kept his eyes fixed on the mainyard above his head throughout the flogging, the punishment was carried out. The boatswain’s mate who actually used the cato’-nine-tails was not a brutal man by nature. But he was powerfully built and had an arm like the branch of an oak. Also, he was well aware that to show leniency would probably invite his changing places with the luckless offender. After eight strokes the seaman’s back was a mass of blood. After a dozen it was barely recognisable as human. And so it went on. The roll of the drum and the immediate crack of the lash across the naked back.

The youngest midshipman, Eden, fainted, and the second youngest, a pale-faced youth called Knibb, burst into tears, while the rest and not a few of the watching seamen were stiff-faced with horror.

After what seemed like an age Hoggett called hoarsely, ‘Two dozen, sir!’

Bolitho made himself breathe in and out very slowly as he watched the man being cut down from the grating. His back was torn as if mauled by some beast, the skin quite black from the force and weight of the lash. At no time had he cried out, and for a moment Bolitho imagined he had died under punishment. But the surgeon looked up at the quarterdeck as he prised the leather strap from between the man’s teeth and reported, ‘He’s fainted, sir.’ Then he beckoned his assistants to carry the man below to the sick-bay. The blood was swabbed from the deck, the grating removed, and as the drummer and two other young marines with fifes struck up a lively jig the company slowly returned to normal life once again.

Bolitho glanced quickly at the captain. He was expressionless, his fingers tapping a little tattoo on his sword-hilt as if in time with the jig.

Dancer exclaimed fiercely, ‘What a foul way to treat a man!’

The old sailing master overheard him and rumbled, ‘Wait till you’ve seen a flogging round th’ fleet, m’lad, then you will have something to puke on!’

And yet, when the hands went for their mid-meal of salt beef and iron-hard biscuits, washed down with a pint of coarse red wine, Bolitho heard no word of complaint or anger from anyone. It seemed that as in his last ship the rule of the lower deck was that if you got caught you were punished. The fault was being found out.

This acceptance was even showing itself in the midshipmen’s berth. The first anxiety and awe at not knowing what to do, and when to do it, had given way to a new unity, a toughness which had touched even Eden.

Food and comfort were paramount, and the uncertainty of the voyage, what they were being ordered to do, took on less importance.

The small compartment which nestled against the ship’s curved side had become their home, the space between the white screen door and their heavy chests an area where they ate their crude meals, shared their confidences and fears and learned from one another with each succeeding day.

Apart from the sighting of a few murky islands and two distant ships, Gorgon seemed to have the ocean to herself. Daily the midshipmen gathered aft for instruction in navigation under Turnbull’s watchful eye. The sun and the stars took on new meaning to some of them, while to the older ones the reality of promotion to lieutenant seemed not so distant and improbable.

After a particularly bad gun drill with the thirty-two-pounders Dancer said angrily, ‘That man Tregorren has the devil in him!’

Little Eden surprised all of them by saying, ‘He has the g-gout, if that is the d-devil, Martyn.’

They all stared at him as he added in his thin, piping voice, ‘My f-father is an apothecary in B-Bristol. He is often c-called to t-treat such cases.’ He nodded firmly. ‘Mr Tregorren t-takes too much b-brandy for his own g-good.’

With this new knowledge at their disposal they were able to watch the fourth lieutenant’s behaviour with more interest. Tregorren would lurch beneath the low deck beams, his shadow crossing the gunports like a massive spectre, while at each great cannon the crew would wait for the order to load and run out, to train or elevate as the lieutenant ordered.

Each gun weighed three tons and had a crew of fifteen hands to control it and its opposite number on the other side of the deck. Every man had to know exactly what to do, and to keep doing it no matter what. As Tregorren had shouted on many occasions, ‘I’ll make you bleed a bit, but it’s nothing to what an enemy will do, so move yourselves!’

Bolitho was sitting at the slung table in the midshipmen’s
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