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	Torrington, Devon, the Year of Our Lord 1704…

	The village, nestled amidst the emerald verdure of the rolling hills, appeared as but a tiny azure speck upon the map of England. Houses fashioned from rugged stone pressed closely together, as if seeking sanctuary from the harsh winds that swept in from the sea. Smoke, spiralling from the chimneys, mingled with the morning mist to weave a ghostly shroud over the rooftops.

	The high street—if such a thoroughfare could be graced with the name—was a narrow ribbon of cobblestone, trampled by the hooves of horses and deeply rutted by the passage of heavy wagons. Merchant stalls filled every available space along the way, offering those wares that spared the local folk from the ravages of hunger, foul weather, and tedium. The clamour of the crowd, the baying of hounds, and the neighing of steeds merged into a singular cacophony.

	St Michael’s Church stood tall in the very heart of the village. The peal of its bells informed every soul that life proceeded in its accustomed course, and the pulse of its rhythm remained steadfast. Fields of variegated hues surrounded Torrington like a chequered tapestry. From the first light of dawn until the dying embers of dusk, the peasantry waged their daily struggle against the meagre soil. Here, they successfully tilled wheat, barley, and oats; yet, the most daring amongst them sought to introduce a new word into the annals of husbandry. Between the stones, in hand-dug pits, they planted potatoes—an unseen marvel and a strange creature of nature.

	The dark waters of the sea washed against the precipitous coastline. This was a great boon and, simultaneously, a bitter curse. It provided sustenance, yet with equal constancy, it exacted its toll. With relentless regularity, the sea swallowed the fishermen’s craft into its depths and delivered pirates of every stripe to the settlement's shores. These marauders frequently descended upon the village in unpunished raids. The inhabitants were not always found capable of withstanding such assaults; thus, it was not uncommon—particularly in the autumn months—for them to be left with empty granaries and no provisions against the winter frosts.

	Set apart in a somewhat inhospitable quarter of the village stood a two-storey house of unremarkable appearance. It bore the grand title of the Manor of the Honourable John Byng. Though it appeared upon the rolls of the manorial estates of Devon, it was distinguished by a peculiar modesty, reflecting not so much wealth as the deep-rooted bond of its dwellers with the maritime elements.

	From its elevated vantage, the windows of the house looked out upon the winding River Torridge as it bore its waters slowly toward the Bristol Channel. The two floors contained a drawing-room, a dining-hall, a study, and several bedchambers, the interiors of which were plain and devoid of excessive luxury. Furniture wrought of dark oak, coarse tapestries upon the walls, and a hearth ever ready to offer its warmth—everything breathed an air of comfort and reliability. A place of particular distinction was the library, where sea charts, navigational instruments, and tomes on naval history were kept—the treasures of the father, to be passed down as an inheritance. A small orchard of fruit trees and a kitchen garden fanned out around the house.

	Despite its humbleness, the Byng estate was to them more than a mere dwelling; it was a symbol of their station in society, firmly rooted in this soil. It reflected a devotion to the sea, which had beckoned their ancestors and determined the fate of generations to come. It was here, on a misty early morning, that the cry of a newborn was heard. It was a boy—the long-awaited heir and the hope of Captain George Byng.

	A true sea-dog, he had traversed many a weary mile under the canvas of His Majesty’s men-of-war. Within his veins, honour, a sense of duty to the Imperial Crown, and the unyielding discipline of a combat officer had mingled for evermore. He brooked no idle talk nor trifling chatter. Yet today, he could not restrain a solitary, manly tear of joy. Glancing at the arms of his beloved spouse, Eleanor, he beheld for the first time the flushed form of the newborn. She pressed gently to her breast all of his hopes, dreams, and designs for the years to come.

	Lady Byng, a refined and delicate creature, a faithful companion in life, had this day brought into the world a babe whose destiny was already preordained. The boy was named John; the matter of choosing a name was never long under deliberation. The Captain's masterful resolve had put an end to all discussion.

	Upon the upper floor of the house, in the far bedchamber, there stood a cradle fashioned by a most skilful craftsman. Upon massive oak legs rocked a box carved from a single piece of mahogany, adorned with engravings of sea waves, anchors, and gulls. The headboard was wrought in the likeness of a ship’s wheel. George had personally overseen and partaken in the creation of this masterpiece. On one occasion, he had nearly raised his hand against the carpenter, who dared to ask the Captain: "Might you be in too much haste with such a design, for a girl may yet be born?" The sea-dog had scarcely restrained himself; he struck the table with his fist and cast down a purse, tightly stuffed with coin. From that moment forth, the son’s destiny assumed a resolute form, from which John stood not the slightest chance of escape. Yet Eleanor Pocklington, as a mother who had endured all the hardships of military service alongside her husband, knew full well what awaited her babe in the years to come. Thus, she would exert every ounce of her strength in repeated attempts to sway her husband’s resolve, suggesting instead that the boy be steered towards the realms of science and learning.

	Lady Byng sat by the hearth, observing how her son, in a corner of the room, was intently dismantling the intricate mechanism of an ancient chronometer. She turned her gaze upon her husband, Sir George, who was preoccupied with dispatches from the Admiralty.

	"George," she began softly, setting aside her needlework. "Look upon him. He does not merely play. He seeks the logic within every cog, within every spring. His is not the mind of a warrior, but that of an explorer."

	Admiral Byng the elder raised his head, his brows knitting together sternly.

	"The one does not hinder the other, Eleanor. The Fleet is itself the greatest of all mechanisms."

	"No, you do not understand," the mother’s voice carried a note of supplication. "Leave him upon the shore. Let him go to Cambridge or Oxford. With his perseverance and his love for ciphers, he might become a great mathematician or an astronomer. He could discover new stars, rather than count the number of cannonballs in a magazine. The sea will take his soul, George. It will turn him into the likeness of those instructions of yours—cold and lifeless."

	Lord Byng set aside his papers and rose, leaning heavily upon the table.

	"Science is a fine thing, Eleanor. But the Byngs serve the King upon the water. John is too much inclined towards order to be left amongst the idle dreamers in the universities. There, his mind would wither in fruitless disputes. At sea, however, his pedantry shall become his armour."

	"Your 'armour' will turn him to stone!" Eleanor stood to face her husband. "I see how he looks upon you. He fears a mistake more than he fears death itself. In science, an error is but a path to the truth. In your Navy, an error is disgrace or perdition. He takes everything too... too literally, George. You are breeding a man who would go to the stake for the sake of a paragraph. I implore you, let him be a scholar. There, his passion for precision will bring forth utility, not calamity."

	The Admiral approached his son, placed a heavy hand upon the lad's frail shoulder, and asked:

	"John, which is of greater import: to predict the motion of the planets, or to calculate with certainty a ship's course in a fog?"

	The boy raised eyes that were solemn and, for his years, unnervingly stern, to meet his father's gaze.

	"The planets move of their own accord, sir. A ship, however, obeys only him who knows the Law. I wish to know the Law."

	George Byng looked upon his wife with a glance of triumph.

	"Do you see? He has already made his choice. He shall be a mariner who understands the sea better than any poet."

	Eleanor turned away, lest her husband should see her tears. She understood that which the Admiral refused to comprehend: a scholar may err and begin anew, but an officer for whom the Law is more precious than life itself risks becoming, one day, a hostage to that very Law. That night, she dreamed of her son kneeling upon a deck; in his hands he held no navigational instruments, but a black blindfold for his eyes. Yet the sea was already beckoning him, and the father’s voice rang louder than the whisper of a mother’s heart.

	From his first steps, little John grew accustomed to a world that consisted not merely of the soft carpet of the drawing-room, but of endless charts spread across his father’s study. Whilst other children played with tin soldiers, John looked with fascination upon compasses and sextants. His childhood was scented not of fresh milk, but of pungent tobacco, old leather bindings, and the salt that his father seemed to bring home within the very folds of his uniform.

	"Remember, Johnny," the old Lord would say, seating his son upon his knee, "there is no room for doubt at sea. The Fleet rests upon two pillars: the Naval Articles of War and an impeccable line of battle. To break the formation is to betray the King."

	The boy would nod, looking upon his father as if upon a god. He early learned to march with a military step along the gravel paths of the garden, imagining the path to be the deck of a ship-of-the-line, and the rosebushes to be an enemy squadron. In his childish world, everything was subject to a most rigorous order.

	If dinner were served at two o'clock, John would be at the table by two minutes past the hour. If his father commanded him to learn his Latin, he would drudge at it unto exhaustion, allowing himself not a single drop of weakness.

	His childhood knew no liberties. It was encased in the rigid corset of discipline. Little John Byng grew up with the conviction that life was but a collection of paragraphs. He believed that if one did everything ‘by the book’, if one followed an order to the very letter, then the heavens would never fall upon the earth.

	In the study of Lord George Byng, the future Viscount Torrington, there always lingered the scent of sealing wax and the sea. Little John stood before a massive oak desk, his hands clasped behind his back so tightly that his knuckles were white. He was but ten years of age, yet he already knew: in this house, a fault was no mere prank; it was a breach of subordination.

	"John," his father’s voice was cold and level, like the sound of the tide over pebbles. "It has been reported to me that today, during your navigation lesson, you allowed the boat to sheer off course to examine a gull's nest by the cliffs."

	"It was beautiful, sir…" the boy began, but he fell silent at once beneath the Admiral’s heavy gaze.

	Lord Byng did not erupt in anger. He rose slowly, tall and unyielding as a mast.

	“Beauty is no justification for a deviation from orders, John. At sea, one degree astray today means a hundred miles astray tomorrow. And a hundred miles astray mean famine, mutiny, or destruction upon the reefs. You have violated the ‘Instruction’.”

	Punishment in the Byng household was not a matter of physical pain. It was something far more burdensome for a child — total isolation and an exercise in order.

	“Until sunset,” his father declared, “you shall go to the library. You will take the ‘Fighting Instructions’ and transcribe twelve times the chapter concerning the maintenance of the line of battle when encountering the enemy. No supper. No candles when darkness falls. Should you make but a single smudge or a blot of ink, you shall begin anew.”

	John spent hours bent over the parchment. His hand trembled with fatigue, and his stomach cramped with hunger. Every time he inscribed the word ‘Duty’, it seared itself into his consciousness. He did not cry. He was learning that the world is a mechanism that functions only if every cog follows its ordained path.

	When the moon rose, Lord Byng entered the room. He inspected every sheet with the meticulousness of a surveyor.

	“Very well, John,” he said, giving his son a dry tap upon the shoulder. “Always follow the letter of the Law. It shall protect you from chaos.”

	Within the dining hall of the Byng estate, there reigned a solemn, almost ecclesiastical silence, broken only by the crackling of logs in the hearth and the measured ticking of the longcase clock. John had reached the age of thirteen — the years when childhood in the families of the naval aristocracy was severed as abruptly as a coastline.

	His father, Sir George Byng, sat at the head of the table in his full-dress Admiral’s uniform. Before him stood a glass of fine port, yet he remained untouched by it. Opposite him sat John — straight as a ramrod, his shoulder blades never brushing the back of his chair, as he had been tutored for years.

	“John,” the Admiral pronounced, his voice overriding the howl of the wind beyond the casement. “Today you have become a man by the measure of our house. We do not celebrate the passing of years; we celebrate the readiness to serve.”

	Slowly, he drew from his pocket a heavy silver watch on a massive chain and laid it upon the tablecloth between himself and his son.

	“This watch keeps time to the very second. At sea, time is life. If an order is to be executed at noon, it cannot be executed at one minute past the hour. Tomorrow at dawn, at five of the clock, a carriage shall convey you to the port. You are entered as a volunteer aboard the Superb.”

	John’s heart struck a dull blow against his ribs, yet his countenance remained motionless, as if hewn from stone. He had anticipated this, he had dreamed of it, yet the cold resolve in his

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Acquittal of Cowardice: The Court unanimously acknowledged that Admiral John Byng had shown no cowardice and had not sought cover from the enemy out of fear for his own life.

		Guilt of Negligence: The Court ruled that the Admiral had failed to do his utmost to relieve the garrison of Minorca and to destroy the French fleet.

		The Sentence: Inasmuch as the 12th Article, in its 1756 revision, provided no penalty other than death, the judges were bound to sentence John Byng to be shot.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
		Political Fabrication: He presented evidence that the Duke of Newcastle’s government deliberately edited Byng’s dispatches to frame him as guilty in the eyes of the public.

		Legal Trap: The court-martial acknowledged that Byng had committed only an error of judgment rather than an act of cowardice, but the judges were bound by a law that allowed no mitigation of the sentence.

		Precedent: The Lord cited the example of 306 World War I soldiers shot for desertion who were pardoned by the UK in 2006.



	
	
	
	
		Complaints about the state of the fleet: Lines were deleted where Byng reported that the ships sent by the Admiralty were "old, leaky, and insufficiently manned."

		Lack of resources: Information was cut revealing that the stores in Gibraltar were empty, and the Admiral had to take soldiers from the garrison simply to complete the ships' crews.

		The logic of retreat: Byng wrote that returning to Gibraltar was the only way to save the fleet, as the damaged ships would not have survived in the open sea. In the newspaper, however, this was made to look like an unprovoked flight from the battlefield.



	
	
		The Essence of the Trial: The four admirals and nine captains acting as judges found themselves trapped. They acknowledged that Byng was not a coward and had not committed treason. They admitted he had merely made a tactical error. However, the law demanded blood.

		A Secret Plea for Help: The judges signed the death warrant but simultaneously sent a formal petition for mercy to the King, calling the verdict "unjustly severe."



	
	
	
	
	
		The Original Dispatches: A side-by-side comparison of Byng’s handwritten reports with the version published in The London Gazette, proving the intentional disinformation of the public.

		Records of the Council of War: Evidence that the decision to retreat was a collective one, made by all the fleet’s captains, rather than Byng’s unilateral choice.

		The Duke de Richelieu’s Letter: The commander of the French forces (Byng’s adversary) sent a letter in defense of the Admiral, praising his actions, but the Admiralty suppressed this document as well.



	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

