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Chapter One
On the starboard beam the shoreline just three miles away was a gleaming band of sand shimmering in the heat. Beyond it the land, scorched brown by the summer sun, sloped up only a few feet to join the broad, flat ribbon of the plain which seemed to have been carefully placed by nature to prevent Languedoc sliding into the Mediterranean. Farther inland, like haze in the afterglow of sunset, a low line of ridged and dimpled purple hills was slowly turning deep mauve to reveal the beginning of the mass of mountains running north to the Loire Valley, one hundred and fifty miles beyond. Ahead of the ship the same purple, more boldly brushed, showed the lofty Pyrenees finally tumbling into the sea, a jagged line from Collioure on the French side of the frontier to the whitish cliffs of Cabo Lladró on the Spanish.
Ramage was surprised that despite the scorching strength of the noon sun the colours were not harsh; an artist would probably choose watercolours in preference to oils—except, ironically, for the water itself, which was a strong blue. But the heat … there was barely enough breeze to give the Calypso steerage-way and from time to time the wind collapsed the slight curves of her sails with a flap like a rheumatic washerwoman folding damp sheets.
Although standing under the quarterdeck blue-and-white-striped awning—which stopped him being cooled by an occasional downdraught from the mainsail—Ramage found the sun’s glare dazzling because the wavelets reflected it everywhere, like the diamond-shaped pendants of a chandelier, and the muscles controlling his eyebrows ached from squinting. The planking of the deck was scorching, so his feet were swollen from the heat and tight in his shoes. He longed for the West Indies: the Tropics were hotter—but they had the regular cooling Trade winds.
He realized he was dozing although standing up, a trick learned by most midshipmen, when he heard Southwick, the Master, bellowing aloft in reply to a lookout’s hail, and roused himself sufficiently to listen to the report—not that it would be anything interesting: this part of the French coast was typically “in between,” one of those tedious stretches of uninteresting land on the way to somewhere else.
“The village on the beam, sir: there’s a sort of tall framework tower at the western end, an’ begging yer pardon, sir, it’s movin’.”
“The tower or the village?” demanded the practical Master, who was already looking round for his telescope.
“The tower, sir. There! It’s—well, sir, it looks as though it’s winking!”
The disbelief in the seaman’s voice, as though he was reporting a ghost, made Ramage snatch up his own telescope, pull out the two brass tubes until the eyepiece end lined up with a mark filed on the second, and steady the glass by leaning his elbows on the quarterdeck rail. With so little wind and sea the ship was not rolling and using a glass needed no feat of balancing.
There, encircled by the lens, was the tower. And close to it four or five new wooden buildings which seemed to be more than huts but less than regular barracks. This was what the lookout meant by “the village,” and the tower did appear to be winking. He gripped the telescope firmly and stared harder. Or blinking.
He heard Southwick’s puzzled grunts and a moment later an exclamation from the Scots First Lieutenant, Aitken. “If there were hills and trees I’d say it was an enormous, great hide for shooting deer,” Aitken murmured as though talking to himself, “but here, where it’s more like a desert …”
As the Calypso moved slowly along the coast the tower’s angle changed, and Ramage suddenly realized that what at first seemed to be a square, wooden tower was simply a large rectangle of wood perhaps forty feet high, like a door without a frame or wall, its edge at right angles to the sea. As you approached you saw one side as a rectangle and assumed it was a cube. As you came abreast of it, all you saw was something that looked like a pine tree stripped of its branches, and as you passed and looked back you saw the other side of the rectangle.
It was a rectangle which looked like a section of a chess board and in which, even as he watched, one or two squares winked or blinked—or just moved.
Then he realized that it must be one of the new French semaphore towers, and at this very moment it was passing a message along the coast. But which way? The nearest village to this tower was Foix. But where were the other towers? The Calypso must have passed several, but unless the angle was right the lookouts would have seen them end-on—and this coast was littered with the bare trunks of pine trees which had died among the sand dunes, killed by harsh winds or goats or rats gnawing the bark.
Southwick and Aitken had both given up looking at the tower and were watching him, puzzled.
“It’s one of the new semaphore towers,” Ramage explained. “The winking is the shutters opening and closing as they pass a message.”
“What are they signalling, I wonder,” Aitken mused.
“It shows either that they must have a powerful glass and can see our colours, or they recognize a French ship,” Southwick commented.
“More important, no general warning has been passed to them—or any French forces—to watch for a French frigate captured by the British,” Ramage said.
“They might be passing the warning now,” Southwick said with a chuckle that set his bulging stomach trembling and was a sign that he hoped action was on its way. “Telling someone else along the coast that they’ve sighted us.”
“How far could you distinguish the pattern of those squares if you had a powerful glass on a tripod and good light?” Ramage asked Aitken, who put his telescope back to his eye.
“I reckon it’s two miles away now, sir. I can just see the wavelets on the beach. Ah—there’s a man walking, so the shutters are about six feet square. Say a dozen miles, sir.”
“Well, I doubt if they’re warning anyone about us,” Ramage said briskly, “because we must have passed several of these towers already without recognizing them, and each would have seen us and could have reported it.”
“Perhaps this one is just reporting that we’re passing now?” Aitken ventured.
Ramage shook his head. “What are we making? Perhaps two knots. We’ve been in sight—close enough for them to identify us as a frigate—for more than an hour. They’d have passed such a message a long time ago.”
“They’ve stopped signalling now,” Aitken said. “Two men are walking away from the base of the tower, making for a hut. Ah, now there’s a third who seems to have come down a ladder from the top of the tower.”
“Where are they going?” Ramage asked sharply. “Note which hut.”
“The third man is carrying something rather carefully.”
“A telescope?”
“Yes, sir, it could be.”
“He was probably watching the next tower acknowledging each word of the signal.”
“Ah, I can see a little platform on top,” Aitken said. “The ladder goes up to it. Even has an awning. Trust the French. A shelf for a flask of wine, too, I’ll be bound.”
From the tone of Aitken’s voice, with its soft Perthshire accent, it was hard to know whether the sin was in the luxury of the awning, the drinking of wine, or being French. Ramage finally decided it was probably all three.
“Two are going to the first hut on the west side of the headland and which has a flagpole outside; one—the man with the telescope—is going to the next farther inland, probably reporting to the garrison commander. Now another man has just walked round the base of the tower and gone to the third on the east side. The fourth and fifth huts are the same size. There’s a sixth, much smaller and with a chimney. Probably the kitchen.”
Ramage looked through his telescope. Each hut could accommodate at least a dozen men. What size would the garrison be? Three men were needed to pass a signal, so a signal watch would comprise three men. They would be on duty only during daylight, which in summer lasted about sixteen hours. Four hours on and four off meant two watches a day for six men. Plus a cook. Plus sentries—two on duty at any one time throughout the twenty-four hours. Two hours on and six off. Eight men.
The province’s Army commander would hardly have welcomed the setting up of the semaphore stations if each one needed six signalmen, eight infantrymen and a cook. And knowing how expert were soldiers (and sailors, too!) in getting authorization to have the largest complement to do the least work, there’d be a lieutenant as the commanding officer, a quartermaster and probably even a carpenter and his mate to do repairs when an extra strong gust from a mistral or Levanter blew out some panels of the semaphore shutters. At least nineteen or twenty men; more counting sergeants and corporals. It seemed absurd but, to be fair, a soldier would never understand why the official complement of the Calypso, a 32-gun frigate, was 230 men—not that she was ever lucky enough to have that many, in the same way that any battalion was usually short of men.
Ramage looked up to find Southwick watching him, his chubby, suntanned face wrinkled in an unspoken question. The old man had taken off his hat, and his white hair, in need of a trim and soaked with perspiration, looked like a new mop just dipped in a bucket of water and shaken. Aitken had closed his telescope and was waiting too. Rennick, the Marine Lieutenant, had joined them, anxious not to miss anything.
In the meantime the Calypso was stretching along to the westward, a few miles short of the little town of Foix, flying French colours as a legitimate ruse de guerre, and Captain the Lord Ramage had, in a lead-weighted canvas pouch in the drawer of his desk, written orders from the Admiralty suitable for one of the few King’s ships (if not the only one) left in the Mediterranean, and certainly the sort of orders that one of the most junior on the list of post captains dreamed about.
“What now, sir?” Southwick finally asked. He had served with Ramage for four or five years, was old enough to be his father, and had been in action with him a couple of dozen times, regarding fate as being unfair because while Captain Ramage had been wounded four or five times so far, Southwick had not received a scratch.
“What now, Mr Southwick? Why, we just sail past, dipping our colours politely if the signal station salutes us. I trust you have a lookout watching particularly in case they extend that courtesy, and a man at the halyard?”
Ramage turned away to hide a smile as Southwick’s face fell and the old man, utterly dumbfounded, glanced questioningly at Aitken and Rennick. Ramage went below to find his cabin reasonably cool—more than anywhere else it benefited from the quarterdeck awning—and unlocked the bottom drawer.
He took out a canvas pouch, along the bottom of which was sewn a thick strip of lead, heavy enough to sink it if it was thrown over the side in an emergency, and which was held closed like an old woman’s purse by a heavy line passing through grommets. He undid the knot and slid out a small book, little more substantial than a pamphlet and printed on cheap, greyish paper.
Boldly printed on the front was a bare oval with an anchor in the middle, and the words Liberté on the left and Égalité on the right. Inside the oval and surrounding the anchor was Rep. Fran. Marine. Beneath, in bolder type and also in French, were the words: Secret. The Signal Book for Ships of War, third edition.
Ramage had often used the book since finding it on board a captured French prize a few weeks earlier, and by now knew most of the flag signals by heart. He had been puzzled by a long list of place names in the back, against each of which was a man’s name, with no rank hinting that he was, say, a garrison commander. He had recognized several of the places—they were all between Cartagena and Toulon, some six hundred miles of enemy coastline.
Suddenly, when Southwick had named the nearest village a mile or so inland of the tower as Foix, Ramage had finally recognized it as a name on that long list. And here it was, on the next to last page of the book, in very small type, Foix … J-P Louis. So … that was the answer: the list gave the positions of all the French semaphore stations on the Mediterranean coast and, presumably, the commanding officers.
The list began with Toulon and went westward along the coast in steps of ten or twelve miles to Cartagena, more than sixty numbered place names. Some were of ports or anchorages—Sète, Collioure (that was a tiny fishing village near Perpignan), Port Vendres, Rosas and round to Barcelona—then on through names he did not know (probably of headlands) to Tarragona, Valencia, Alicante and finally Cartagena, Spain’s greatest base in the Mediterranean.
Damn, the point of looking at the list was to locate the next tower to the west. Foix was followed in the list by Aspet. He reached up to the rack over his head, selected a rolled-up chart, and took it out, holding it flat with unusually coloured, flat-sided pebbles which some of the crew had found on a beach and polished so that they looked like egg-sized gems. They were his birthday present from them—handed over with much ceremony two weeks ago. They must have consulted someone like Southwick or Aitken, because few people knew that the Captain normally used rough lead castings as weights to hold charts flat.
Aspet … He reached for the dividers, opened them so that one arm rested on Foix and the other on Aspet, and then measured the distance against the latitude scale. Eight miles. It seemed a long way, but that was a tall tower, and very visible with the clear Mediterranean light—and probably they did not use it unless the sun was bright. What about urgent messages on rainy, dull days? In places where the towers were widely spaced, a galloping horse could always bridge a gap, although often the distance by land between two headlands enclosing a large bay was considerable.
He rolled up the chart and put it back in the rack, gathered up the pebbles, and then went up on deck, and from the way Southwick, Aitken and Rennick suddenly stopped talking and looked embarrassed, they had been discussing their Captain’s extraordinary apparent lack of interest in French semaphore towers.
“Mr Southwick, using your glass as best as you can, and helped by Mr Aitken, who no doubt would get a better view from the mainmasthead, I want as accurate a sketch-map of the headland, tower, buildings round it and its position in relation to the beach each side as soon as the two of you can manage.”
Both the Master and First Lieutenant gave a grin of relief, obviously anticipating action.
“As you know,” Ramage could not resist adding, “the Admiralty encourages its officers to record unusual sights and views in their logs and journals: ‘Instructions for the Master,’ if I remember correctly, says: ‘He is duly to observe the appearances of coasts; and if he discovers any new shoals or rocks under water, to note them down in his journal …’”
“Aye aye, sir,” Aitken said gloomily. “I’ll use this slate,” he said to Southwick. “You’ll have to get another one.” With that he took his telescope and the slate and made for the ratlines to begin the long hand-over-hand climb to the main-topmasthead.
While Southwick, who was officer of the deck, alternately picked up his telescope, put it down to mark the slate, then used his quadrant to measure horizontal angles between the tower and huts, and the vertical angle made by the tower, Ramage nodded to Rennick, indicating that he should join him at the taffrail.
The Marine officer, round faced and red complexioned, was one of the most popular in the ship: his sergeant, two corporals and 34 men jumped high when he said jump, but they liked him and were proud of him. Rennick exercised them relentlessly but—and Ramage had watched carefully—they did not resent it: they were as keen as Rennick to beat the seamen’s times for loading and running out a twelve-pounder gun, and at the moment a Marine crew held the record for loading, running out and firing a carronade on the new slides. The Wednesday competition, as it was called, was one of the Calypso’s most popular events—the three carronades on the larboard side manned by Marines competing against the three on the starboard side by seamen, with all of them working to Southwick’s whistle and timed by his watch.
Rennick waited for Ramage to speak, but the Marine’s eyes were on the distant tower, watching it as a hunter might study a sparsely covered valley separating him from a fine deer.
“Twenty-five men as garrison, a night attack from boats, no one must escape to raise the alarm, and preferably no muskets or pistols used in case some casual eye spots a flash. Well?”
Rennick paused a few moments before answering. “If we wait until they’re all turned in and there’s only a sentry awake, sir, I could do it with my men alone. But if the alarm was raised and it’s a straight attack at darkness—well, I’d like a second boat with a boarding party. Prisoners?”
“If possible. And I want an attack without the alarm being raised.”
Rennick nodded. “There’s no moon. The thing most likely to raise the alarm would be the keel of the boat grating on the beach.”
“It’s sand here, not pebbles,” Ramage said, “and the boat party can drop a kedge and ease themselves in.”
“A nice run on shore for my lads, sir,” Rennick said cheerfully, “and—”
“There are a few conditions,” Ramage said warningly. “They might change your views. First every book, log, letter—every sheet of paper in those huts must be seized intact. Once the French realize they’re being attacked, they might try to destroy signal books and logs. Secondly, I might decide at the last moment that our party will stay on to occupy the semaphore station for a few days. That means they might have to defend it. Thirdly, I shall be coming along too.”
“Aye aye, sir,” Rennick said, grinning at Ramage’s last few words.
By now seamen were stopping to gossip with one another, pointing at the distant tower and, without knowing what it was, guessing it now held some special significance for the Calypso, although obviously puzzled because the frigate was holding her course and already the tower was drawing aft along the starboard quarter.
William Stafford, a Cockney able seaman working abreast the foremast, waved his hand, dismissing the whole thing. “It’s very windy ’ere; comes roarin’ acrorst that plain from the mountings. They put up the wall to protect the ’uts.”
The Italian seaman, Alberto Rossi, laughed derisively. “Is a good idea, Staff, but the torre is not between the huts and the plain. Is to one side.”
“And it’s made of wood; I heard Mr Aitken say so,” Jackson added.
“Well, it’s tall enough, Jacko,” Stafford persisted.
“It has shutters that open and close like windows,” Jackson said. “Used for semaphore. I heard them say that, too.” As the Captain’s coxswain and an American who had served in the Royal Navy for years, even though he had a Protection in his seabag declaring his nationality that would secure his freedom whenever he presented it to an American consul, he was treated as the leader of a small group of seamen who had served with the Captain since he was a junior lieutenant.
“What good are windows?” Rossi demanded.
“How the devil do I know,” Jackson said amiably, keeping an eye on the bosun, who would be along in a few minutes to inspect the brasswork which he was polishing with brickdust. “I’ve never seen one of those things before.”
“Seems funny, just one put up on this bit o’ the coast,” Stafford said. “What’s semifour mean, anyway?”
“Semaphore,” Jackson corrected. “I’m not sure. Something to do with signalling, I think.”
“Don’t see no flags,” Stafford persisted.
“That’s the reason for the shutters, I expect,” Jackson said. “Opening some, closing others—that’d make patterns meaning different things.”
“Semaphore: it is from the Greek,” a young midshipman said in near perfect English. “It means—well, sema is ‘a sign,’ and phero ‘to bear.’ A sign-bearer.”
“Oh,” Stafford said, “I thought it was the number four. Like four shutters, or somefing. I say, Mr Orsini, ’ow many languages do you talk?”
“Well, I had to learn Latin and Greek. Italian is my native language and anyway is very like Latin. Spanish—that’s like Italian too, and French.”
“And English,” Stafford added. “That makes six!”
The young midshipman, fourteen years old but tall, with straight black hair, a sallow skin and hooked nose, flushed with embarrassment.
“It is not as you think. My tutor, he made me study Latin, Greek, French, but at home we speak—we used to speak,” he corrected himself, “English and Spanish. I have Spanish relatives,” he said.
“And the Marchesa?” Jackson asked. “She speaks them too?”
Paolo Orsini nodded matter-of-factly. “Her French is better than mine. She hated the French ambassador.”
The three seamen waited expectantly, but Orsini obviously did not consider any further explanation necessary.
“Hated him, sir?” Jackson ventured.
“Oh, not just one but all of them. The last one sent by Louis XVI, and then the two from the Directory. The first of them she declared persona non grata—some affair of him stealing Court cutlery at one of her receptions—and his replacement was, how do you say, a boor.”
“Yes, they’re all boars and should be kept in sties,” Stafford said sympathetically, “but why did it make your aunt improve her French?”
“Oh yes,” Orsini said, pausing a moment as he worked out Stafford’s error, “my aunt occasionally had to talk to the French ambassador, and in the world of diplomacy the language is French. She did not want to give him the satisfaction of hearing her make a mistake.”
“Cor, French, eh?” exclaimed Stafford. “It oughta be English. Lot of double meanings, that’s all French is.”
“That’s why governments use it,” Jackson said. “Now look sharp, ’cos here comes the bosun.”
Chapter Two
Paolo Orsini had come off watch. He could now be in his berth sleeping, but it was a glorious day and because this was a part of the coast he had never seen before he had come up on deck to look. And he had listened to the talk of the tower with fascination. Semaphore!
He was very familiar with the thick-walled towers built two hundred years ago by the Spaniards along the Tuscan coast and many other places. They were signal towers and watch towers, some round, some square, each within sight of another, so that a fire of brushwood—usually from olive trees which burned readily and with intense flames—lit in a brazier on top would be seen in a moment; within twenty minutes a warning could be passed a hundred miles along a coast. They were admittedly just towers, with walls ten feet thick. These semaphore towers that the Captain had been discussing with the First Lieutenant and Southwick were something quite different.
What exactly was “semaphore?” He knew the Greek derivation but had no idea what use the French were making of it. At that moment he heard his name being hailed from the quarterdeck rail and saw that the First Lieutenant was down from aloft. Accidente, he had no hat, his shirt was grubby, his breeches stained by that oaf of a boy spilling the apology for stew that had masqueraded as a meal. But it was the First Lieutenant hailing, and he had only slightly more patience than the Captain.
There were times, he thought crossly, as he made for the quarterdeck ladder, when he could not understand why his aunt had fallen in love with Captain Ramage. Then, to be fair, when he recalled seeing her in some of her regal rages in the palace at Volterra, he could not understand why Captain Ramage had fallen in love with her. Anyway, with her now a refugee from her kingdom of Volterra and living in England with the Captain’s parents, at least she had to be patient.
“Ah, Mr Orsini, how kind of you to come along.”
“Aye aye, sir.” It was best to humour the Captain when he was in one of these sarcastic moods.
“Cast your eye, Mr Orsini, upon the slate which Mr Southwick is holding, and tell me what you think it represents.”
The First Lieutenant, Lieutenant of Marines, Master and Captain: four pairs of eyes were watching him as he tried to make sense out of the small squares and lines marked on the slate. It looked like a maze. A puzzle. A diagram—yes, but of what?
“Come now, Mr Orsini, time flies, and your hesitation hardly flatters the person who drew the diagram.”
That was the First Lieutenant, who had been at the main-topmasthead. Ah! That was the clue.
“Il semaforo, comandante!”
Ramage said: “Be more exact.”
“That French camp, sir: the huts are here”—he indicated the five rectangles—“and this line is the wall.”
“The wall? Il muro? Do you know what un semaforo is?”
Sheepishly Paolo shook his head. “No, sir, I was guessing.”
“Well, it’s like patterns on playing cards: each has a separate meaning. With that kind”—he nodded towards the tower, now well past on the starboard quarter—“there is a series of white shutters, like windows. You open some and close others so you make patterns, like rearranging the black and white squares on a chess board, and someone at a distance using a telescope can ‘read’ it and understand your message. Of course, he has to have the same signal book as you, giving him the key to the meanings.”
“Yes, sir.” It was so obvious; he should have guessed. But where was the next tower? And the last one? How far could they see from one tower to another? Where did a message come from, and go to? And why was the Calypso not attacking this tower? Surely tearing down one tower would have the same effect as cutting a signal halyard?
Paolo realized that in the last few moments all the ship’s officers had arrived on the quarterdeck, and it gave him some satisfaction that Kenton, the Second Lieutenant, and Martin, the Third, were even more puzzled than he had been.
“Mr Southwick will take over as officer of the deck; the rest of you come down to my cabin. Bring the slate.”
As soon as he was sitting at his desk, with his officers perched on the settee and Aitken occupying the only armchair, Ramage said: “You’ve been bored since we captured the bomb ketches, and have to stand an extra watch while Wagstaffe takes our frigate prize to Gibraltar. I’m sorry I couldn’t keep the bomb ketches as toys for you, but you saw how slow they were, so there was no choice but to scuttle them.”
“That seemed to change our luck, sir,” Aitken said ruefully.
“Yes. Here we are with orders to attack anything we can find, no British admiral within a thousand miles, and all we see are a few small coasting vessels carrying grain, almonds, rice, casks of wine, olive oil, salt fish and meat. Nothing worth sending in as a prize.”
“So that was why you decided to leave the Italian coast and try the coasts of France and Spain, sir?” Aitken asked.
“Yes. What advantage have we, Martin?”
He liked springing questions on his younger officers; it made sure they stayed awake, and, more important, kept them thinking ahead.
“Well, sir, the Calypso being French-built and still using French-cut sails, it means we can keep close in with the coast and the Frogs think she’s one of theirs.”
“And the disadvantage?”
Martin looked puzzled but Orsini asked permission to speak, and said: “It isn’t worth sinking these little tartanes and xebecs because that would reveal we are a sheep in wolf’s—no, I mean wolf in a sheepskin.”
“Exactly,” Ramage said, “but as Mr Aitken will probably agree, although we have no choice, it’s an appalling waste of the kind of orders we dream about.”
“Aye, in a day or so I’ll be suggesting we sail into Toulon and attack the French fleet.”
Ramage nodded. “In the meantime we might attack this semaphore station.”
Aitken, still holding the slate, slowly uncrossed his legs and said warily, knowing by now to be watchful of his Captain when he was in a bantering mood: “I’ve been thinking about that, sir.”
“Go on,” Ramage said, sensing the First Lieutenant’s unease.
“Well, sir, doesn’t the same thing apply? I mean, we’re leaving the small coasting vessels alone in the hope of finding better prizes, but knocking down a semaphore tower—well, it …”
“It raises the alarm without giving us a decent reward,” Ramage finished the sentence for him.
“Yes, sir.”
“But, my dear Aitken, we need neither knock down the tower nor raise the alarm. Why, in half an hour we’ll be out of sight from the tower, even if anyone is watching us, which I doubt.”
“Then how are—”
“Give me your slate,” Ramage said, reaching up for a chart, which he unrolled and held flat with his stone weights. “Now, gather round, all of you.”
He put his finger on a section of the coast. “You see this large bay, a perfect half moon, sheltered from all winds between south-east and south-west by way of north. It deserves to be better known. Now, here inside the eastern end and a mile or so inland is the village of Foix. Out on the end of the point is the semaphore tower and the little barracks.
“Now, look at the western side of the bay. No villages until you get to Aspet, twelve miles round the coast but only eight as the crow flies across the water from the semaphore tower at Foix. And what do you notice about Aspet, Mr Martin?”
“It’s almost at the end of the headland at the other end of the bay, sir.”
“And, Mr Orsini?”
“That’s where the next semaphore tower will be, sir.”
“I hope so,” Ramage said. “We’ll soon see. And once we sight the tower at Aspet, we’ll alter course for Minorca.”
Martin was just about to exclaim “Minorca!” when he noticed that Aitken was using the dividers to measure the distances from Aspet back to Foix. Quite what that had to do with Minorca, Martin could not understand, but he had the wit to realize that one could also phrase the question another way—what had Minorca to do with Aspet and Foix? Then he realized that the distant island was a likely destination for a French frigate; no coastal lookout would be at all surprised to see the Calypso bearing away in that direction.
Deciding that he would not speak unless in answer to a question—that was the safest way of not making a fool of himself—Martin watched the Captain, who was now looking at the drawing on the slate which Aitken had put down on one side of the desk.
It was curious how his Lordship (Martin still worried about referring to him as the Captain, which he was, or his Lordship, which he was also, even though everyone said he did not use his title) looked at the slate and then the chart, then at Rennick and then back to the chart, without moving his head. His face was deeply suntanned and lean, his cheekbones high and his nose hooked, but the eyes were what attracted attention: they were brown and deep set, almost hooded, so that as he stood looking down at the chart Martin was put in mind of a hawk he had once watched closely as it sat on a bough: it did not move its head but the eyes missed nothing.
Yet, Martin realized with a shock, the Captain was only six years older than himself: until the birthday a couple of weeks ago he had assumed Mr Ramage was—well, approaching forty, and was startled to discover he was not yet thirty. He did not look forty, or even thirty; it was simply that to have crammed so much action into so few years meant that Captain Ramage was still alive only because of a series of miracles. The hair had just grown back on that tiny bare patch on his head where he had been wounded in the West Indies—taking a Dutch island, Curaçao wasn’t it?—although the left arm obviously still gave him trouble: he sometimes held it awkwardly, as though the elbow was stiff with rheumatism.
He saw Ramage point to some soundings marked on the chart, and Aitken wrote them in on the slate. The bay in fact was quite shallow: six and seven fathoms in the centre, but a gradual shoaling up to the beach probably indicated that the sand went well out. The wind was north-east, so it would be calm enough in there.
Martin nodded with the rest of them when Ramage asked casually: “You all have the details in your memories?”
Then Ramage said: “Before I roll this chart up and put it away, can you remember enough to take in a boat tonight, with no moon, and land it fifty yards to the west of the tower, on the bay side of the headland?”
Several sheepish replies of “Well, sir …” had Ramage sitting down in his chair again and twisting the chart round for them all, grouped in the front of the desk, to study it more easily.
“Take as long as you need,” Ramage said. “If anyone wants to make notes or copy anything, here is pen and paper.” He opened a drawer and pulled out a bottle of ink, pen and a pad.
As he looked at the group, Ramage suddenly had an idea which seemed so absurd that for a moment he thought he was just daydreaming. Then he thought about it again with deliberate concentration. It still seemed absurd, but a faint possibility of it working emerged like a drowning man waving a hand. He drove it out of his mind for a full minute, then let it back and considered it for a third time. Even limited success would need a great deal of luck, but there was one important factor in its favour—complete failure neither endangered the Calypso nor her disguise, nor killed a lot of men. That was a rare situation; probably sufficient to justify an attempt.
Well, even his first plan, which he was about to describe to these men, had an air of absurdity about it. The second—really only the second part of the first—he would keep to himself for the time being. A few hours spent mulling it over would either improve it or reveal some drawback, when he would quietly forget the whole thing.
Aitken was now back in his chair; Kenton folded a sheet of paper on which he had made notes, carefully wiped the tip of the quill and put the cap back on the inkwell; Rennick read through some notes and Martin crouched down on one knee to look at both chart and diagram for a sea-level view, or rather to see the view he would get from the thwart of a boat. Paolo stared for a few more moments, as though lost in thought, and then sat down.
Ramage looked round at the five of them and said casually: “There’s likely to be a garrison of twenty-five to thirty men at Foix. Probably the same at all the signal stations, so there’s no advantage in attacking another one in preference to this. In fact this one has several advantages, hasn’t it, Rennick?”
“Yes, sir. Sandy beach, so the boats can land without making a lot of noise.” He was grateful to the Captain for that casual mention because Aitken looked surprised—obviously, the Marine considered, the First Lieutenant had not thought of it. “It’s conveniently placed so we could draw a detailed plan of the position of the buildings and be fairly sure what they’re used for. We can see they have no great guns, so there’ll be only a normal guard with muskets. It is too far from the village for any general alarm to be raised, and the only road in is likely to be on the landward side of the camp, so the sentry will be there.”
Ramage nodded. Rennick had given the soldier’s point of view; a sailor would add that a frigate could come into the bay towing her boats and anchor, reducing the distance the landing party would have to be rowed. And since they had no idea of the absurd second half of his plan—in the last few minutes he had decided to attempt it—they could not appreciate the greatest advantage of all.
“Very well, we’ll say a garrison of thirty. It hardly matters but I am assuming they have six signalmen working two watches during daylight, so they’ll be off watch and asleep when we arrive. Cook, carpenter’s mate, various petty officers and a commanding officer—he’ll probably be a retired or disabled naval lieutenant—and the rest of the garrison supplying sentries.”
He picked up the quill and scribbled on the pad. “Our two cutters carry sixteen men each for cutting out, so your Marines, Rennick, can be split between those two boats. We’ll row six men in each, Mr Aitken, so we have a dozen seamen available once the cutters are beached.”
“Commanding the cutters, sir?” Aitken asked.
“Kenton can take one, Martin the other.” He saw Paolo’s face fall. And Aitken, too, was nodding in the businesslike manner which Ramage recognized as his way of hiding disappointment.
“You will command the Calypso, Mr Aitken, and you must be ready to deal with thirty or so French prisoners. I will take my gig, rowing eight oars, with a cutting-out party of sixteen seamen, in case Rennick needs a hand. Not with the attack,” he added tactfully, “but in getting the prisoners into the boats. Mr Orsini can command the gig.”
He added up two columns of figures. “Yes, that gives us nearly fifty Marines and seamen available, without using boats’ crews—I hope they’re going to be busy rowing back and forth with prisoners.”
He glanced across at Martin. “Well, you were the last to pass his examination for lieutenant, so you’ll remember what gear a boat needs when sent on ‘distant service’ …”
It was obvious Martin could not remember and thought he was going to be asked. “A compass, sir … water … yes, and provisions …”
“Mr Martin,” Ramage said sternly, “you wouldn’t reach the horizon. What about your spyglass, quadrant, book of tables, lead-line, grapnel, spare oars and tiller? A lanthorn and candles, tinder box, keg of water, scuttle for bread? An arms chest, flints, watch? You’ll stay behind now and write out a complete list.
“However, I wasn’t going to ask you about ‘distant service,’ so I hope you’ve learned the lesson of never answering a question unless it is asked. You, Kenton, what do we need for tonight’s expedition?”
“The Marines and boarding party will have their arms,” Kenton said briskly, “so each boat needs a grapnel and line, lead-line, compass, muffling for the oars, at least one axe and a maul, spare tiller, night-glass, handcuffs for prisoners … cutlasses and arms chest or skip of pistols for the oarsmen … blue lights or whatever you decide for signalling …”
“Very good,” Ramage said. “We won’t use blue lights or rockets, though, because the wrong eyes might see them, and lanterns must be kept shielded.” He pulled his chair round so that he was facing the men directly. “Now, listen carefully. This is what we are going to do.”
“Sir, excuse me,” Aitken interrupted with the sudden anxiety of a man afraid of forgetting something in the forthcoming bustle if he does not mention it at once. “Fever ports. Will we have any quarantine problems in Gibraltar after landing here?”
Ramage thought hard and then took out his letter book from a drawer in the desk. He sorted through several letters until he found one from the port admiral in Gibraltar, informing Captain Ramage, newly arrived in the Calypso from the West Indies, that the following were fever ports, and ships from them were not to be boarded without risk of the Calypso having to serve quarantine. Ramage read through the list, which included almost all along the North African coast which had the plague or yellow fever, and several in Spain. “Cadiz, Málaga, Alicante, Cartagena … they are the only ones likely to concern us if we take prizes. Toulon is clear, otherwise Wagstaffe would find himself in trouble when he arrives at Gibraltar with our frigate prize, because she sailed from Toulon. Anyway, this stretch of the coast is clear.”
He put the letter book back in the drawer and nodded at Aitken. “Thank you for reminding me. We should look silly swinging at the quarantine buoy in Algeciras Bay and just looking at Gibraltar … Now, I want the boats prepared like this …”
Chapter Three
By sunset the coastline to the north was a thin, purple band with several gold-tipped peaks to the west, flat land to the north-east—the Camargue and the marshy mouth of the Rhône—and the Alps of Provence to the east, as if balancing the Languedoc peaks at the other end of a seesaw.
Ramage watched Southwick examine the mountains of Languedoc with his telescope and then pick up his quadrant, holding it horizontal to measure the angles between three of them and noting down the figures.
He looked at the chart as the Master put the quadrant away in its baize-lined mahogany box and guessed he must be using Mount Caroux, a second peak just east of Montpellier which was not named, and another anonymous one (as far as the chart was concerned) north-west of Minerve.
“Just where we wanted to be, sir,” Southwick reported.
“Not so far from Roquefort sur Soulzon,” Ramage commented.
“Is that so, sir?”
“The cheese, you know.”
“I’m sure you’re right, sir,” Southwick said cautiously.
“You don’t know what the devil I’m talking about,” Ramage said, laughing. “Double Gloucester—now, you’d recognize that!”
“Oh, you mean a cheese for eating? A French one. This—what was it you said, Rockyfour—it comes from near here?”
“Yes, from a place up in those mountains you were looking at. Made from ewe’s milk and left in caves to age.”
“Ewe’s milk, sir?” Southwick repeated suspiciously. He thought about it for a few moments. “I don’t think I’d fancy sheep’s milk cheese.”
“You ought to try the Italian goat’s milk cheese—so strong that it lifts the top off your head. That’s why so many Italian men are bald and have to wear hats.”
Southwick instinctively removed his hat and ran his fingers through his mop of white hair. “Is that so, sir? Why do they eat it, then?”
“No, I’m only joking, but it’s strong stuff.”
At that moment a screeching from forward revealed that the big grindstone had been brought up from below and Marines and seamen were starting to—in their words—“put a sharp” on cutlass, bayonet and tomahawk blades, and the triangular points of boarding-pikes.
A lanky, sandy-haired seaman came up to Ramage and saluted. “Permission to collect your sword from your cabin and sharpen it, sir, and load your pistols.”
Ramage felt guilty about both sword and pistols: they had been given to him by Gianna. The sword was a splendid example of the work of one of the best sword cutlers in London, Mr Prater at Charing Cross, and the pistols were a fine, matched pair which she had bought him from Mansfield, in Bond Street, when he was made post. But in fact he preferred to use a seaman’s cutlass and have a pair of heavy Sea Service pistols hanging at his waist by their belt-hooks. Sword blades could shatter; a pistol once fired was often flung at the enemy’s head as a last resort. He might hesitate for a second if he used Gianna’s gifts—and a second could make all the difference between life and death. But the landing? This was a time when he could use them, and he realized that Jackson thought the same. The American seaman had been with him several years and had an uncanny knack of reading his Captain’s thoughts—uncanny because sometimes he seemed to anticipate what the Captain would decide before Ramage had even considered the point.
“Ah, you consider this a good occasion to give the Marchesa’s presents an airing?”
“Yes, sir,” Jackson said firmly. “Knowing her, I reckon the next time she sees you she’s going to want to know how many Frogs you’ve spitted with the sword and shot with the pistols, and, beggin’ your pardon, sir, you ain’t much of a hand at telling lies. Leastways, not to the Marchesa.”
“You flatter me,” Ramage said ironically, but Southwick, who had overheard the conversation and knew Gianna almost as well as Jackson, said firmly: “He’s right, sir. The Marchesa’s bound to want to know, and she’ll be hurt if you tell her a tale.”
“So you think tonight’s attack is going to be a peaceful affair?” Ramage teased Southwick. “That’s why you haven’t been trying to persuade me to let you go?”
“No, sir,” Southwick answered promptly. “At my age I don’t fancy traipsing over miles of sand and maquis. It’s my feet that aren’t willing! Find us a French frigate to board, and I’ll be an eager volunteer. But this walking round the countryside …”
As soon as the American was out of earshot, Southwick commented: “I wonder how many times he’s prepared your sword and pistols? A few dozen, I reckon.”
With the shadows lengthening across the deck, Ramage watched as Kenton and Martin stood in the two cutters, checking their contents before they were hoisted out. Earlier he had seen Jackson—who as captain’s coxswain was responsible for the gig—going over the various items with Paolo. The boy had taken the task very seriously and Jackson, several inches taller, had bent to listen to him. Jackson had checked the gig, or whatever boat the Captain was going to use, hundreds of times before in previous years and could do it blindfolded, but he had the patience and, Ramage guessed, the affection, to go over it with Paolo as though this was the first time.
The wind was still light and it was time to be heading back for the coast. No one with a spyglass would be able to see that a frigate was steering the opposite course. Nor would they notice her later heave-to and hoist out boats, to be towed astern …
William Martin suddenly realized that it was two months to the day since the port admiral at Gibraltar had given him orders to join the Calypso, newly arrived from the West Indies. He was, the admiral said, replacing a fourth lieutenant who had quit in Gibraltar after being appointed to her in Jamaica, because the original second lieutenant had been killed in action (and the Captain wounded), so the other lieutenants had moved up a place—Wagstaffe went from third to second, Kenton moved up to third and a new man had been sent over as fourth.
The new man must have had fancy ideas. Martin had since gathered that he was a favourite of the commander-in-chief at Jamaica, and after the spaciousness of a 74-gun ship of the line he probably found a frigate small. Martin also suspected that Wagstaffe, now away taking to Gibraltar the French frigate they had captured, and Kenton, had taken a dislike to the new Lieutenant. They were an easygoing pair, Wagstaffe lanky and viewing life outside the ship as a humorous affair, while Kenton, small and red-haired, his face always red and peeling from sunburn, took very little interest in anything happening beyond the ship but had Wagstaffe’s same amused attitude towards naval life. This occasionally shocked Martin, to whom the volume of Regulations and Instructions, and the slim copy of the Articles of War, were like a Bible.
Anyway, the pair of them had been very good to William Martin, the new Fourth Lieutenant replacing the fellow who quit, and he was lucky they and the Captain (and the First Lieutenant) liked his flute and encouraged him to play it. Certainly the ship’s company enjoyed it, and John Smith the Second, who had been the ship’s fiddler for years, was thankful not to have to fetch out his fiddle when the men wanted to dance to the tune of some forebitters or old favourites from one of John Gay’s operas, which Martin enjoyed playing of an evening.
Martin took a cutlass from the pile now lying on the deck by the grindstone and tested its edge. It had been well sharpened. Occasionally a careless man holding the blade to the stone would burr over the edge but, judging by the way this one was done, the man might well have been an itinerant knife grinder before being swept up by a press-gang. “Knives to grind, scissors to mend!” Martin could remember the tinkers walking the streets of Rochester and Chatham, their grindstone fitted to a wheel-barrow, their jug of water to whet the stone, and their cry, many of them with the addition of “Pots to mend! Put a sharp on y’ scissors, ladies!”
For a moment he felt a nostalgia for the Medway, where he had spent his childhood and where even now his father was master shipwright at the Chatham Dockyard. The saltings, the acres of reeking mud exposed at low tide; the sea kale, the footprints of gulls and waders in the mud, the keen east winds of January which they said blew all the way from Russia … it was a long distance from here to the Medway. Perhaps two thousand miles, and certainly another lifetime. He found it hard to imagine a young William Martin who rowed on the muddy river in the little skiff that he had built himself. In fact his life seemed to have begun just two months ago, when the Port Admiral had said to him: “I’m sending you over to serve under Captain Ramage. By Christmas you’ll be dead or a hero, but if you see the New Year in, you’ll have learned enough from him to stand a good chance of being made a post captain by the time you are thirty.”
Well, the Port Admiral seemed to be right—Captain Ramage’s first foray into the Mediterranean with the Calypso had resulted in blowing up one French frigate, sinking a second and capturing a third, which was the one that Wagstaffe was now sailing to Gibraltar. All three frigates had, by chance, been sister ships of the Calypso, which in turn Mr Ramage had himself captured in a battle in the West Indies.
But right now Martin had to admit, as he selected two pistols from a couple of dozen in a skip beside the cutlasses and snapped them to make sure the flints were giving strong sparks, the idea of the forthcoming attack on the semaphore station seemed dull stuff. As dull, he thought, as “blackstrap.” Ever since he
EPUB/images/map-east.jpg
T AN TN 20°
Pty m&‘\\ \

S.Antioco

Sandy Beach
BAIE de FOIX

Today's visitors will search their atlases in vain for the villages

of Foix, Aspet and Le Chesne, but many will be familiar with
such places as Collioure and be able to picture the casles

fons, signal towers (now telics) swarming with the French oy
soldiers of Napoleon’s armies.






EPUB/images/cover.jpg
THE LORD RAMAGE NOVELSl BOOK ELEVEN






EPUB/images/map-west.jpg
Ming

_—
palm@'@
B

cadiz

Algiers
Mostaganen g =

P

5 3
PROVENCE

Aix-en-Provence
.

Pl ¥ 5
Lo

e






