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‘In quest of Fortune on the faithless Main /

Where Life’s whole Comfort is the hope of Gain …’

Anon. NAVAL CHRONICLE 1801
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*indicates fictitious character

*Sir Thomas Kydd, captain of HMS Tyger, a.k.a. Tom Cutlass

*Nicholas Renzi, Earl of Farndon, friend and former confidential secretary


	Tyger, ship’s company


	*Bowden
	second lieutenant


	*Bray
	first lieutenant


	*Brice
	third lieutenant


	*Clinton
	captain, Royal Marines


	*Darby
	gunner


	*Dillon
	Kydd’s confidential secretary


	*Doud
	petty officer


	*Gilpin
	midshipman


	*Halgren
	Kydd’s coxswain


	*Herne
	boatswain


	*Joyce
	sailing master


	*Lecky
	able seaman


	*Leech
	temporary sailing master


	*Maynard
	master’s mate


	*Pinto
	quartermaster’s mate


	*Poulden
	petty officer


	*Rowan
	midshipman


	*Scrope
	surgeon


	*Stirk
	gunner’s mate


	*Tysoe
	Kydd’s manservant


	 


	Others


	Allemand
	French admiral based in Toulon


	*Ashley
	broker


	*Bazely
	captain of brig-sloop Lynx


	Bennet
	captain of brig-sloop Fame


	*Bridgman
	lieutenant colonel


	Canning
	secretary of state for foreign affairs


	Castlereagh
	secretary of state for war


	*Cecilia
	Kydd’s sister and Countess of Farndon


	Charles
	archduke of Austria


	Cochrane-Johnstone
	Cochrane’s uncle and share broker


	Cochrane
	captain of frigate Imperieuse


	Collingwood
	commander-in-chief Mediterranean 


	*Congalton
	Foreign Office


	Duhesme
	French garrison commander, Barcelona


	*Finkelstein
	finance director, Thiers Oder merchant bank, Basel


	*Fookes
	MP, a.k.a. Prinker 


	*Friedrich
	Markgraf of Skalvia, House of Haart


	Gambier
	commander-in-chief, Channel Fleet


	Ganteaume
	French admiral in Brest


	Hammond
	permanent under secretary of state for foreign affairs


	*Harrison
	treasury agent


	Harvey
	rear-admiral, commanded Temeraire at Trafalgar 


	Huskisson
	junior secretary to the treasury


	*Jago
	under-steward, Eskdale Hall


	*Jones
	firemaster, Furnace


	*Köhler
	the general secretary of Goldstein


	*Laughton
	Richard, Renzi’s younger brother


	*Matcham
	society hostess


	*Meyrick
	financier, Sacher-Wilms 


	*Moffatt
	captain of brig-sloop Culdrose


	Moorsom
	captain of fireship Furnace 


	Mulgrave
	first lord of the Admiralty


	O’Daly
	colonel in Spanish service 


	*Pambouki
	Armenian financier


	*Parrell
	British quartermaster liaison officer to army in Catalonia


	Perceval
	chancellor of the exchequer


	*Persephone
	Lady Kydd, Kydd’s wife 


	Portland
	prime minister


	Reille
	French general in Catalonia


	*Schäuble
	financial director of Goldstein


	Saint-Cyr
	French marshal in Catalonia


	*Tayler
	broker at Lloyd’s


	Troude
	French commodore in Lorient


	*Úr Hübner
	Goldstein financier


	Wellesley
	general, future Duke of Wellington


	Willaumez
	commander Brest squadron
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London, spring 1809

‘My dears! So amiable in you to grace us with your presence,’ purred Lucinda Matcham, eyeing Lady Kydd’s sheer muslin dress, exquisitely ruched with silver ribbon. She turned to Sir Thomas Kydd, the impeccably attired naval captain in Town for the Season. ‘And to have you attend, sir, a sea hero of the age – as shall have them all talking for a month, I do declare!’

It was no small coup to have been invited by the noted society hostess and Kydd bowed with a smile, quite aware of the picture he and Persephone made.

‘You are acquainted with my particular friend, Lord Farndon, Mrs Matcham?’ He gestured to the tall gentleman standing nearby with his wife, her handsome dark looks drawing admiring glances, too. Lady Farndon was Kydd’s sister, Cecilia. He and Persephone were staying with them at their Mayfair town house.

The two men’s friendship had sprung from their time before the mast together, many years before.

‘Not as well as I should like,’ Lucinda said, raising her quizzing glass, ‘as it must be admitted he’s too retiring in society for his own good. We sometimes don’t see him for months on end, he rusticating on his estate as he’s wont to do. You really should get him out more, Cecilia dear.’

The exquisitely furnished drawing room, with its gold mirrors and ornaments in the finest porcelain, resounded to a well-bred hum of polite conversation.

‘I make it my purpose to bring together those at a similar éclat in society – I find it answers well in the article of social intercourse,’ Lucinda continued.

Meaning those lately in the public eye, Kydd mused. Others would be mercilessly cut as their usefulness receded.

‘Ah, here is Colonel Bridgman, late of Corunna,’ she said, with suitable awe. ‘He is reviving still from his experience, poor lamb! Have you met Sir Thomas, at all?’

‘Dear lady.’ The aristocratic officer bowed. ‘Well I know this sea gentleman. He stood upon the quarterdeck of the last ship to leave upon granting deliverance to we still alive in that species of Purgatory.’

Their hostess watched in satisfaction as they shook hands in quiet remembrance.

Bridgman turned politely to Persephone. ‘Have you ever been to Spain, Lady Kydd? With its mountains and deserts, not a prospect for a gentlewoman, I’m persuaded.’

‘Rather more of Portugal, sir.’

‘Oh?’

‘As being promised a passage back to England upon Lisbon being taken by the French, a faithless brute left me to journey overland on foot to Oporto, an adventure I vow sets me beside those on the road to Corunna.’

‘Goodness me. Did you ever think of confronting the wretch on your return?’

‘I did so, Colonel – and as a measure of retribution I married him. And now he must do as he’s bade.’

Others about the room glanced towards the burst of laughter resulting.

Lucinda put her hand on Kydd’s arm. ‘We always have a lively admiration for your Jack Tar, Sir Thomas. This night there’s more than a few at my little gathering, you’ll notice.’ She swept across the room and ushered over a bemused gentleman. ‘And here’s one – I’m sure you’ve much to talk about!’

Kydd bowed politely to Mulgrave, first lord of the Admiralty. But what small-talk could he conjure to engage the attention of the brightest star in the firmament of the Royal Navy’s administration?

Persephone came to his rescue. ‘Sir, you’ve no conception how delightful it’s been to have my husband to myself since he returned from Iberia.’ Her dazzling smile was irresistible.

‘Why, madam, it is the god of war who disposes such things, not my own humble self,’ he answered smoothly.

Kydd had escorted the Corunna convoy with its cargo of suffering back to Plymouth and since then had been awaiting orders. The Admiralty, in turn, was looking to the government of the day to decide what the future held – a complete evacuation of the Iberian peninsula to cut losses or a forlorn seaborne support for Lisbon to keep Wellesley in his token toehold on the continent.

Before Mulgrave could go on they were interrupted by their hostess tinkling a silver bell above the noise of the gathering. ‘Supper! Supper, children …’

The servants began refreshing glasses and the dice players from the rooms above processed down the stairs.

‘Oh! I wonder who that is,’ Persephone whispered, in a curious tone, to Kydd, who wheeled about to see a figure of striking patrician bearing. Inches taller than six feet, the man had unrestrained red hair and a lean but well-muscled body. His eyes darted about the room as if to search out a hidden enemy. Of the same age as Kydd, he was undeniably a handsome creature and held Persephone’s attention.

‘I’ve no idea,’ Kydd answered gruffly, put out that his wife should make notice of another man.

‘Er, do excuse me,’ Mulgrave said, and joined the gentleman. Glances were thrown in Kydd’s direction, then the first lord brought him over.

‘A distinct pleasure, if not honour, to be the one to make introduction of you both,’ Mulgrave said smugly. ‘As it sets me to the blush who might first be introduced to whom.’

‘Fire away, sir,’ the red-haired gentleman said airily. ‘As I’ve a notion while we’ve never met we do know of each other.’

‘Very well. Lord Cochrane – of Speedy as was – do meet Sir Thomas Kydd of Tyger.’

So this was the Wolf of the Seas, as Napoleon was calling him, the officer famed for taking his tiny brig-sloop against a Spanish xebec frigate boldly to make boarding with every man he had, except the surgeon left on the wheel – and prevailing. Kydd had heard of the fellow but their wakes had never crossed.

He acknowledged the recognition with a bow. ‘The honour quite mine, my lord.’

‘The vanquisher of three frigates at once off Prussia? I must dispute your judgement, sir.’ There was no change in the cool expression.

‘Your cruise in Pallas has been well remarked, sir,’ Persephone put in demurely.

Cochrane’s spectacular career on the Spanish coast, with its rich haul of prizes, had taken place while Kydd was striving to get his first frigate command manned and ready for sea, to take part in the climactic Trafalgar battle.

‘I rather fancy Imperieuse is outshining even her, dear lady. Although what I shall do now the Spanish are no longer rightful prey I have no idea. What are you up to these days, Kydd?’

‘Since the Cádiz Inshore Squadron is no more, I fear I’m wasting my days in idleness.’

‘Which cannot in any wise be countenanced,’ Mulgrave put in unexpectedly.

‘Sir?’

‘As you will be so informed in the very near future, gentlemen. The cabinet has decided that our reversal of fortune at Corunna should not be seen as anything more than a temporary check to our aspirations on the Continent. They desire to assume an offensive posture before the world and what better than to dispatch our two most distinguished frigate captains to the enemy shore to wreak havoc together? Gentlemen, your orders are being prepared, as I speak, for you to join Admiral Collingwood in Minorca for this very purpose.’

As they stared at him, he continued, ‘And may I wish you both the greatest of good fortune in your endeavours?’

He took his leave and was lost in the throng.

‘So – the Med again,’ Cochrane said, with relish. ‘To lay the French by the tail as is the duty of all red-blooded Englishmen.’

Persephone said nothing but her grip on Kydd’s arm tightened.

‘You’re ready for the fray, Kydd?’

‘Tyger and I both. You?’

‘Imperieuse down to a split yarn to sail.’

‘In Plymouth?’

‘Aye.’

‘And Tyger.’

‘Then why do we wait?’ Cochrane said imperiously. ‘I’ve a crack frigate wants to smell salt water and rather fancy my pick of the berths in Mahon. As arriving first, that is.’

‘I rather think not,’ Kydd came back. ‘Tyger’s accounted a flyer in anything of a fresh gale, which is your Biscay and Atlantic both this time of year.’

‘Oh? Then do recollect that Imperieuse knows the way, dear fellow.’

‘And is Spanish-built and light in the scantlings, a sad liability in serious weather.’

Cochrane paused and narrowed his eyes. ‘Why, this sounds very like a challenge, sir.’

‘The first to make Port Mahon?’

‘Hook touches bottom, stand down sea watches? I’ve ten guineas that it’s Imperieuse.’

‘And double that says it’ll be Tyger,’ Kydd found himself saying. Beside him came a sharp intake of breath from Persephone.

‘My, and you’re a chancer, Kydd. And I like that in a frigate man – you’re on!’


Chapter 2
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‘It’ll cost ye, cully!’ the old man cried, leading a nervous piebald gelding into the dark stableyard, then backing it into the shafts of a gig. It was past midnight and Kydd had thought he’d never get away from the designing Lucinda Matcham. What had made him wager such a sum against a thorough-going seaman like Cochrane he had no idea but, be damned to it, he’d see it through – and every minute counted.

A sleepy-eyed ostler appeared and completed the rig, stepping back as they clambered aboard.

Kydd’s plan was to cheat the hideous traffic of the day by a speedy trot through the near-deserted pre-dawn streets to reach the outer edge of the capital and its transport to the west. There, he’d hire a fast post-chaise and have the jump by half a night on Cochrane.

The old man lit the candles of the twin riding lanterns, then held out his hand meaningfully. He’d been gulled before by harum-scarum dandy prats of the fancy taking his beauties for a night-time dash of high bobbery. While these two didn’t seem the sort, he wasn’t taking chances.

Kydd found his price and was handed a whip. The horse was jibbing, snorting, and took some coaxing to bring out through the gates on to the highway, but Kydd was having none of it and tooled the gig around for the run to the bridge and away.

It was harder than he’d imagined: only some of the streets had any kind of lighting, and but for a sulky moon, he would have been forced to a walk. He brought the beast up to a trot and when the bridge loomed it was thankfully ablaze with pillared lights, but there was a marked thickening of traffic that had him weaving through perilously.

He glanced at Persephone next to him, bundled under a rug the ostler had provided. She smiled back at him happily and his heart went out to her. If there was any kind of adventure to be had with him, she’d do anything not to miss it.

The traffic gave out on the other side but so did the lights. Undismayed, Kydd cracked on, making good speed, the clatter of hoofs echoing back from darkened buildings with an occasional white flash of a staring face.

On one corner he misjudged the angle and the vehicle swayed and skidded, the horse whinnying in terror. Persephone leaned over gently and took the reins. ‘Let me give you a rest, my darling,’ she said, addressing herself to the terrified beast. It quietened at her touch and they stepped lively onward.

As they arrived the post-house was waking, and a hire was arranged in a remarkably business-like manner, which puzzled Kydd. After they’d started out at a smart clip Persephone, clutching his arm with sparkling eyes, laughed, ‘Silly billy – he thinks we’re eloping!’

They slept through the first stage snuggled under Kydd’s boat cloak, then enjoyed the early spring English countryside slipping by until suddenly it was Exeter and the Plymouth road. They changed horses at Ivybridge for the last stage – Persephone was not going to leave him until she had to.

As they ground off, Kydd roused himself to consider his next move. Tyger was moored in Plymouth Sound, conveniently close to the Lambhay victualling yard. They’d arrive in the late afternoon, and if he was quick, he could get his warrants in for a quick storing foreign, and at the same time be at his watering. He’d long ago replenished powder and shot, which was the most time-consuming, and Bray, his first lieutenant, could be relied upon to have the ship in fine trim for a rapid departure.

Say, two, three days?

Kydd held his impatience as they wound down the last hill before he could get a good view of the sprawl of shipping. He sought out Tyger, serene and graceful, and gave a sigh as he always did when returning to her. And Imperieuse would be somewhere on this side of the harbour.

Leaving Persephone to ransack the shops for his cabin stores – and some warmer clothing for herself – he took a wherry out to his command, leaping up the side-steps in his eagerness. When he appeared unannounced, there was only a surprised Brice, officer-of-the-day, to meet him.

‘Where’s Imperieuse lie?’ Kydd demanded.

Wordlessly Brice pointed with his telescope.

Kydd knew the ship but had never paid her much attention until now. An eighteen-pounder fifth-rate, like themselves, a rather high beakhead and more ornamentation than he favoured – but otherwise as near as possible a precise equal.

‘Is her captain on board?’

‘Um, no, sir. In London upon business, I believe.’ It was the job of every officer-of-the-day in harbour to acquaint himself with the ebb and flow of captains in case a senior officer was needed for some duty or other.

Kydd beamed. He’d done it! ‘I’m to be told the moment he’s back aboard.’

‘Aye aye, sir.’

‘Ship is under sailing orders, Mr Brice.’

This was a serious matter: every man now had the duty to be at his post when required to sail, his liberty curtailed, the Blue Peter at the masthead for all to see. Yet another of His Majesty’s Ships upon some grave occasion of war.

The store demands went in, and Lambhay was used to ships in a hurry. An offer of extra hands from Tyger to expedite matters was duly accepted, and in the morning storing ship was put in train. And still no Cochrane!

Drake’s Leat provided their water and the boatswain’s requisites were delivered promptly before noon, gunner’s spares and sailmaker’s extras following soon after.

Persephone returned on board with Tysoe carrying parcels and set about Kydd’s cabin, an affecting and enduring feminine touch for him in her absence.

‘Sir?’ The watch messenger stood in the doorway. ‘Mr Brice’s respects an’ the captain of Imperieuse has just gone on board.’

Kydd hurried up to the quarterdeck to see Cochrane and others quickly going below. Minutes later her Blue Peter soared up. Kydd looked at his watch. Fourteen hours behind. A half-day at ten knots – that put Tyger ahead, something like twice the distance from Cádiz to Gibraltar! 

The Tygers worked hard: it seemed their ship had been chosen for some desperate mission and they weren’t about to let her down.

Not until the afternoon were victuallers seen around Imperieuse – Cochrane obviously hadn’t been able to prime Lambhay in time. Kydd almost felt sorry for him: he himself could look to putting to sea on the evening tide on the morrow and be somewhere south of Brest before his rival could even consider setting sail.
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The next day dawned. Kydd was gratified at the zeal the men were showing in turning to, and Bray’s report that there were no stragglers adrift from liberty added to his good mood. At this rate he’d soon need to indicate he was ready to take on the Mediterranean station mail and—

‘Sir. Imperieuse is getting under weigh,’ Brice informed him, lowering his telescope.

‘What? Let me have that!’ Kydd gasped, snatching the glass. There was no doubt about it: the fo’c’slemen were winning their anchor and others stood ready at the masts to lay out and loose sail.

Her ensign and Blue Peter whipped down in perfect synchrony and sail blossomed fore and aft.

‘She’s anchors aweigh,’ Brice said unnecessarily.

In stately progress Imperieuse was outward bound for her war station, a noble and inspiring picture.

‘Damn it! What the … How’s he managing that?’ Kydd spluttered. Was the devil taking the chance to put out without a proper storing, forcing his men on short canny when it ran out?

‘Er, what’s that, sir?’

‘Gets to sea, the next day he makes it to here! No victualling foreign, watering – he can’t do it!’

‘Captain Cochrane? Why, it’s no mystery, sir.’ Blinking in confusion at Kydd’s sudden show of temper, Brice stammered, ‘I was in the telegraph office at the time and understand he sent word to his first lieutenant to ready the ship for sea for when he arrived and—’

‘The slivey toad!’ Kydd ground out. A neat trick that turned the whole thing on its head. Cochrane was perfectly entitled to make use of the system for an impeccably valid purpose – but why hadn’t he thought of it first?

‘Sir?’ Brice gasped.

‘Ah, it’s not as if to say … You’ll keep this to yourself, but there’s a wager between us as to which ship will down anchor in Port Mahon first. That is where we’re headed, to join Admiral Collingwood’s flag.’

‘Oh, I see, sir.’

It was all around the ship in an hour. And while Kydd paced up and down the deck, men got out of his way, feeling for their captain.

In the hours after Imperieuse had disappeared around Rame Head on her way to the Mediterranean, a procession of well-wishers approached the quarterdeck.

Master’s mate Maynard swore that he and a pair of quartermasters could be trusted to re-stow the hold to set Tyger half a foot deeper by the bows, which would increase the bite of the forefoot when beating to windward.

The sailmaker produced a set of topsails he’d been saving for when the current ones wore out. New sails didn’t ‘bag’: taut and flat, they took the wind more powerfully.

But the knowing old sailing master came up with the best trick. ‘We catches the earlier tide. It’d be night but in this freshening nor’-easterly we’d be fair for Ushant in one board.’ Unsaid was the prospect of threading through the mass of shipping at anchor, a delicate enough matter in daylight but in the dark a hair-raising undertaking.

Kydd bade farewell to his wife by the light of the conn, too distracted to do more than wave at the indistinct figure in the wherry pulling away, guiltily hearing her faint cry borne to him on the night breeze.

Having previously taken the bearings of the nearer vessels, he made a cast to larboard with headsails spread and, in the crepuscular gloom, gathered way for the open sea. An unlit merchantman was laid to starboard before Tyger luffed up to scrape past a larger Indiaman, bringing cries of alarm from her deck.

Most ships were wind-rode at their cables, in this respectable breeze nuzzling into the wind and all facing in the same direction. But an odd-looking jackass barque with, contrarily, two anchors out, was fouling their track. Falling under its stern, Kydd lost his picture of the relative positions of the others, which, from the deck of Tyger, resembled overlapping blocks of shadow. Now it was all up to the lookouts, who could give warning only of minutes.

He had men in the foretop and on the fore-deck, as well as a pair lying on the beakhead gratings under the bowsprit looking up and forward to catch the looming black silhouette of rigging against the sky. All on the upper deck peered fearfully ahead.

It was over quite suddenly, with the glimmer of open water before them and the comforting sight of the Eddystone Light well out to welcome them to the deep sea.

Cochrane had the best part of a day start now. What would he do with it?

The wind was fair for the south, both would benefit, but there was one move Kydd could make. As far as he knew, Cochrane had never seen service in the Brest blockade. The frightful tangle of reefs and skerries off the Goulet was foreign to him and he’d no doubt take the passage that virtually all mariners used – around the lonely outlying island of Ushant.

Kydd would instead pass inside, braving the formidable chain of granite isles centred around the Île-Molène that reached to the mainland. This was dead foul for his course, but for those with the nerve – and the light of day – it meant a possible halving of the distance to the Goulet.

Dawn brought a strengthening of the wind, now a blustering north-easterly and a piercing touch of winter still about it. With the angling swell it was a trial for those on deck, but Kydd wasn’t in the mood to indulge their comfort. All sail conformable to the conditions was set, with not a reef furled anywhere, the canvas hard and taut, the rigging humming at a high pitch. An exhilarating but unnerving rush.

Tyger’s bow was shouldering aside the surging combers with contempt, her deep pitch and roll in satisfying harmony with the ocean. Imperieuse with her finer entrance at the bow would not be so comfortable with this weather, but Cochrane knew her well and would be husbanding his efforts for the transit of Biscay. All the time, then, it was possible Tyger was hauling her in.

Towards the middle of the forenoon the sprawling, overlapping low islands were raised inside the distant soft hues of storm-battered Ushant. Startlingly pale beaches, light-grey sea-washed rocks turning dark and brooding above the tide-line – but with the wind fair there was no hanging back.

For the cost of an hour or two’s intense navigation they were through. Not much further on they had the satisfaction of surprising a brig-sloop of the Brest Inshore Squadron taken aback by the appearance of a frigate from where no cautious captain would go.

There was now little scope for other trickery, simply a hard beat across Biscay to the tip of Spain before rounding it for the passage south to Gibraltar.

The north-easterly, however, had other ideas. Point by point it veered until the ill-tempered bluster was abeam. The Atlantic swell directly in its teeth spent its white crests in streamers of spindrift thrown backwards while losing nothing of its spite. But Tyger was well able to stand against it, even if the drenching spume from larboard and the deep swell remorselessly from starboard held her to a never-ceasing roll that was stiff and wrenching.

As the day wore on the wind shifted further, and before they were halfway across the notorious bay, they were headed. Now more of a southerly veering westerly, they could never keep to a direct course for Finisterre no matter how close they clawed to the wind.

It was decision time. Most masters would wear about and head to sea on the larboard tack, as far out as they thought it was safe, then go about on the other tack to reach for the south. This prudence, though, had a penalty. It would be dead-reckoning all the way with no sight of the sun through the grey scud, and they’d be giving the deadly Costa da Morte seaboard a particularly wide margin to leeward before they moved.

Kydd had been in these waters in the same kind of blow and knew Finisterre – the ‘end of the earth’ – well. And there was one more trick up his sleeve. He knew his men, he knew Tyger. Instead of a long board out to sea, he’d make a much better approximation of their course by several tacks through the wind and deliberately heading for the iron-bound coast. It would be fraught with peril but the saving of miles under the keel could pay off.

Going about in such conditions needed furious hauling and split-second timing.

Through salt-sore red eyes Tyger’s company raised the northern coast of Spain, barely visible through the wind-torn spume and fret. And, as he’d known, it was visible for miles out to sea in daylight, due to the betraying band of white at the base of the crags as the furious Atlantic waves exploded against land. It was a sight that had stayed with him since Tyger’s terrible escape the previous year, chasing an enemy frigate in a storm and becoming entrapped on this coast.

‘Close with the coast, Mr Joyce,’ he told his sailing master. ‘I mean to know where we are.’

It turned out to be just to the east of Roncadoira, its weathered and knobbled heights distinct and clear. Estaca de Bares, a dangerous headland flung well out in their path, lay not so very far on. But that was part of his plan.

‘Hands to ’bout ship,’ he ordered. Knowing where he was and confident just how close to the wind that Tyger could do – five and a half points in the best conditions – he was going to make a triangle out to sea of just the right length to raise Finisterre on the return leg, cutting to a bare minimum their distance over the ground.

In the late afternoon they’d made it, but clear of the infamous cape they caught the full blast of the south-westerly, which they fought like heroes.

Not for Kydd the long reach seawards to give a safe offing, he was doing it the hard way, tack by tack southwards and in sight of land. As darkness drew in the frigate reluctantly stretched out for sea-room. He was not going to risk complex sail handling aloft where a missed handhold could send a man into the sea for a lonely death in the wastes of the night.

No doubt Cochrane would rely on hard-driving sail handling and meticulous trimming to wring every knot from Imperieuse but this could only make a difference on long uninterrupted boards well out to sea at the cost of miles further to sail.


Chapter 4
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The morning saw Tyger lay Cabo da Roca to larboard – and an outlying frigate of the Lisbon squadron that could give them no news of Imperieuse. Was this because they’d passed her during their fight south? Or was it that, for any one of a number of reasons, that frigate had not sighted her?

With the wind shifting ever more to the west as they shaped course for Gibraltar around Henry the Navigator’s Sagres, they could now stretch out close-hauled on one board.

Kydd would have given much to know where Cochrane was. He’d tried everything but nearly a day to make up was asking a lot. The likelihood was that by now Imperieuse was anything up to two hundred miles or more ahead through the Gibraltar strait, on her way to Minorca and victory.

But it was not over yet!

The south-westerly eased the further they converged on Gibraltar until the balmy influence that seemed to emanate from the Mediterranean enfolded them. At thirty-six degrees of latitude precisely, the old Moorish harbour and privateer nest of Tarifa firmed out of the haze ahead and they shaped course towards the Rock.

The evening was coming on when the winds dropped away even more. They entered the strait in a warm breath from the south-west, fair for the entrance to the inland sea, and before long the great leonine shape of Gibraltar loomed to larboard. Kydd had no intention of calling on the port admiral there and kept well clear, putting Tyger closer to the African shore.

Then from the main topmast head came an unbelieving shout and in a trice the deck dissolved into a chaos of cheers.

‘What the blazes—’

‘Imperieuse – she’s been sighted, the shabs!’

With an African dusk settling they saw the frigate near becalmed in the lee of Ceuta, directly opposite Gibraltar. It took little guessing to work out what had happened.

They had indeed hauled in the crack frigate. Cochrane had thought to save himself an hour or two in Plymouth by taking in minimum water but the gale had extended his time at sea. He was paying for it now, obliged to water at Tetuan, the usual fleet supply near Ceuta – and in the spell of a counter-current to the constant inward-flowing waters of the strait. With a working wind he could escape its clutches but, as Kydd had experienced himself, if the gods decreed otherwise Imperieuse would go nowhere.

Cochrane was doing his best. He had all his boats out towing, desperate to reach the main channel and its eastward current but Tyger had both the ghosting breeze and the current in her favour. 

As a violet dusk closed in, Tyger left them to their labours and slipped deeper into the Mediterranean night.

But they lost all wind during the dark hours and in the morning a glassy expanse of water and motionless hanging sails mocked them and their pretensions as a sea creature. The calm would not last for ever: such a state was often local to an area. Others in the distance might catch a breeze while they lay unmoving.

Imperieuse appeared above the horizon, an impossibly beautiful sight, caught and bathed by the dawning light, but maddeningly with some wafting zephyr bringing her up on Tyger. Dismayed, the Tygers watched as their rival, some five miles off, stood on while they remained in impotent stillness.

Hours later, with Cochrane hull down ahead, a puff and flurry set lines rattling and sails waking in fretful billows. Tyger was away once more – and the race was back on.

‘All canvas the barky can spread,’ Kydd roared.

It took half the morning to drape Tyger with ‘sail’ in every conceivable place in the rigging and a chuckle at her forefoot was their reward. But light-weather sailing in no way suited Tyger and Imperieuse drew ahead even further.

As the day progressed the breeze strengthened – now a Levanter from the east. That meant bringing in all their improvised sail, which had been set for a following wind. By early afternoon they were bowling along, Imperieuse still in sight, and in the morning Tyger had the satisfaction of seeing the frigate not a mile ahead.

It was becoming as close a race as was possible: two evenly matched ships of the breed with prime crews brought to the pinnacle of perfection. There could not be a soul with a drop of salt-water in his veins who would not be moved by the spectacle, and the decks of both were lined with excited seamen.

Tyger drew nearer, and as the noon meal was piped, she came abeam – but not one of her company wanted to go below.

Then, Minorca a day’s sail away, the wind dropped and the exhilaration of the rush with it.

And over on the northern horizon a sail intruded into the perfectly even line. It could be an innocent trader, a friendly patrol vessel or, conceivably, the enemy. In all cases their duty was plain: to run it down and challenge.

Imperieuse was closer, but if she broke off to go, the race would be Tyger’s. Would Cochrane do it or ignore the intrusion?

The answer came in a hoist of flags.

‘Sir, “Investigate strange sail”.’ It didn’t need Maynard’s shocked report to tell Kydd that Cochrane had trumped him. With seniority of a bare eighteen months he had every right to order Tyger to perform the task – and lose the race.

Disbelieving cries rose from the seamen on deck. It was the end of the contest: who knew how long the business would take?

Kydd fought down mutinous thoughts. He could claim a foul, but a shrewd opponent, like Cochrane, would undoubtedly say that in a chase of this practical nature, anything and everything that a frigate would encounter in the usual run of its service would be a valid occurrence, and this must count as any other.

‘We go,’ he choked, and obstinately looked away from the other ship.

They’d hardly put down the helm when there was a yell of disbelief, which made Kydd wheel about in surprise.

Aboard Imperieuse they were bracing yards around – the ship was heaving to! In a gesture of sportsmanship Cochrane was throwing away his advantage and waiting for Kydd to finish his mission before resuming the race.
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As it turned out the vessel was a harmless brig-trader from Malta. When Tyger returned, her rival was waiting and, spreading their wings, the race was on again.

Minorca firmed out of the haze as the two ships stretched out but the breeze was dying, and as they converged at the eastern end of the island to find entry, it was impossible to choose between them.

Frustratingly, as they moved slowly forward together towards the distant outline of the ruins of Castilo de San Felipe at the narrow entrance to the grand harbour, the bane of all mariners chose to make its appearance: fog, tenuous at first, then swallowing everything to a blank soft white in every direction. It had the chill of trepidation, of unseen disaster, about it.

Beads of condensation formed on lines and rails, and the only sound was the quiet ripple of their small way through the water.

The usual course was to anchor until it dissipated – with scant steerage way, there was little to be done to avoid a collision. Kydd gave orders to prepare to anchor and saw in the ghostly grey the silhouette of Imperieuse, Cochrane about to do the same before they disappeared into the thickening bank.

But for some reason his thoughts turned to when, as a young lieutenant, he’d served in the old Tenacious in this part of the world, and an idea sprang into life that quickly brought a grin and a deep chuckle.

Port Mahon harbour used warping to bring ships through the few-hundred-yards wide entrance into the spacious but landlocked port. This obviously was not possible in the fog and they must wait for it to lift before they could pick up the warping lines and enter. Who knew what kind of confrontation might then erupt as each vied to be first?

But he’d noticed something. The very slight wafting breeze with the fog was from the south-east – directly up harbour, which he remembered was, unusually, a straight line on a bearing precisely north-west.

Why not sail in? Hazardous to say the least but it was only a mile and he could anchor past Lazaretto Island, which was always left clear: there’d be no others on the move in this fog. And to safeguard his progress he’d have boats out ahead on either bow with a messenger line that could signal ‘bear off’, if they strayed too near the cliff-like shore.

Yes!

The master turned grave when he heard of the plan but grudgingly fell in with it as it would be a capital exploit to include among his other salty yarns.

The boats’ crews tumbled into their craft in roaring good spirits but were soon quieted. Kydd needed silence to hear of any danger and also to avoid unwelcome discovery by an officious port authority.

All he had to do was leave the southerly coastline to larboard, and as soon as they made Saint Charles Point, stand off a couple of cables and follow his compass. Thankfully the coast was steep to and the boats had no difficulty in leading Tyger onward to the sea-mark.

Tendrils of mist brushed across him as they glided on at a slow walking pace, sounds of the land on the air, carrying far in the fog.

It was working!

Almost as an anticlimax the starboard cutter signalled the finality of Lazaretto Island and Kydd could come aside to bring Tyger to her anchor.

Not only had they stolen a march on Imperieuse but he’d demonstrated that he was the equal in daring to the legendary Cochrane. All he had to do now was stand down his men from sea watches and wait for the fog to lift to allow his rival to sail into Port Mahon.

It lasted until nearly midday when a whisper of breeze ruffled the waters, the whiteness thinned – and vanished.

And there on their beam, as bold as could be, lay His Majesty’s Frigate Imperieuse peacefully at anchor.

Kydd gave a tight smile. The same trick! And, with no possibility of ever telling which was first in Port Mahon, the honours had to be shared between them.
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Fondúco, Minorca

Cochrane and Kydd, about to make their number to the commander-in-chief, waited in a reception room of the pleasant, spacious house Collingwood had taken as his centre of operations and quarters ashore.

‘So, sir. Have you ever been here before?’ Cochrane said, easing the stock of his full-dress uniform. ‘Used to be ours in the old war.’ He flicked idly at a chair tassel with the tip of his sword scabbard.

‘As a l’tenant after the Nile in Duckworth’s Minorca invasion fleet,’ Kydd responded. Perhaps it wasn’t appropriate to bring forward that his undercover initiatives ashore had been decisive in the successful outcome.

‘Hmm.’

Cochrane didn’t appear particularly interested in his experiences, so he asked politely, ‘And you?’

‘Ah, well. I took in as prize a French 74 here to Mahon and they saw fit to give me my step to commander and Speedy, so I suppose it has its memories.’

‘And I honour you for them, my lord,’ Kydd said sincerely. ‘As with your cruise in Pallas. I’ve heard your ship’s company will sail with you through the gates of perdition after that first commission.’

‘Oh, a fine set of fellows, I’ll grant you,’ he said distantly, now fiddling with his sword knot.

It was difficult to make out what was going on: why was this legendary fighting captain all but ignoring him? Did their rivalry in the race conceal a deeper motive? Was it jealousy of Kydd’s reputation? Whatever was behind this, it was making it damned awkward – and they had to work out a professional relationship, Cochrane being just the senior.

Kydd’s thoughts were interrupted by Collingwood’s flag captain appearing at the door. ‘He’ll see you now,’ he said apologetically. ‘Not so spry as he was and you arriving without so much warning …’

They entered together, bowing respectfully as the admiral got heavily to his feet. ‘I bid you both a good day, gentlemen,’ he said, wheezing a little but with a broad smile of welcome. An equerry hovered by his elbow. ‘I do confess that while you were expected per my requiring I was much taken by the manner of your arriving, magicked out of the clouds, as it were, and when the mists cleared there you lay in perfect innocence.’

‘Sir,’ Kydd responded, picking up on ‘requiring’ – Cochrane merely murmured something indistinct.

‘And a mort quicker than I’ve a right to expect,’ Collingwood added, with a dry chuckle.

‘You sent for Imperieuse, sir?’

‘I requested you both, my lord.’

Cochrane raised an eyebrow but said nothing.

‘As your last cruise in these waters leads me to suspect that I might expect double the enemy’s confusion should I unleash two wolves on the fold, so to speak.’

Kydd watched Cochrane’s expression: there was no change in the studied polite concentration. Why had he mentioned his own ship only?

‘A damned important business, I’ve to tell you both,’ Collingwood said, with a slight frown, looking from one to the other. ‘My lords of the Admiralty desire that we move actively against the enemy as token that we’re not abandoning the Spanish people. The navy is, as always, best placed for this sort of thing.’

‘Tyger will do her duty right willingly,’ Kydd responded.

‘As will Imperieuse, of course,’ Cochrane added, with an irritatingly languid air.

‘Then I shall give you the widest latitude in my orders to act as you will in the matter,’ Collingwood responded. ‘Do you care to work as a pair, French style, or more independently?’

‘To work as a team seems to me the most effective in a situation like this,’ Kydd said, glancing enquiringly at Cochrane.

‘As you will,’ was the reply, after a brief pause. ‘Provided always we’re not discommoded in our several endeavours.’

To Kydd it went without saying that not only was two a force multiplier but there would be many occasions when a second on the scene could form an invaluable watch-guard, deterrent and seaward defence while the other set about his task with impunity.

‘Then so shall it be.’ Collingwood regarded them speculatively for a moment, then went on, ‘You’re under my direct orders and have no purpose other than the ruination of the enemy’s coastal trade and their means of protecting it, together with the severing of all possible forms of communication employed by the French.’

He gave a quick smile, and continued drily, ‘Which is to say that, in addition, any Spanish offering annoyance to the French deserves your wholehearted support, of course. Do take a few days to fettle your ships and I’ll have your orders prepared in accordance.

‘Oh, Captain Kydd, you’d oblige me much in the little matter of a transport of sorts. If you’d be so good as to return in an hour?’
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Outside, Cochrane hesitated, then turned and strolled into the well-kept garden through a side gate. Kydd followed.

At this height the harbour in its full four-mile length was an impressive sight, a brilliant emerald rather than the blue-grey of the outer seas.

Close in to the left was where the British fleet moored; Kydd remembered it as Cala Figuera, or ‘English Cove’, named for the numbers of sailors on liberty there and its use as a watering place. The dockyard and arsenal were out of sight along the opposite, northern, shore, including the odd eight-sided Illa Pinto careening wharf.

Kydd stood beside Cochrane as he surveyed the scene. Then, without warning, he turned to Kydd. ‘I don’t believe I’ve yet given expression to my admiration for the manner in which you disposed of that coxcomb Rowley,’ he said, with feeling. ‘A repulsive weasel, the villain.’

‘You heard?’

‘I did. Though I was in the Med, it didn’t prevent me hearing the gossip. What’s the rogue doing now?’

‘Retired on grounds of ill health, I’m told,’ Kydd said.

‘These chuckle-headed loons, wished on us by working of interest or influence, are a curse on the service, don’t you agree?’

‘As those giving the interest should take care to favour the character who can best reflect back talent for their preferment. It worked for Nelson.’

Cochrane looked at him with an unreadable expression. ‘You stood for Parliament in the Tory cause not so long ago, did you not?’

‘Tory as the lesser of several evils.’

‘You know I’m member for Westminster as a Radical?’

Kydd did: there were tales of Cochrane’s hot-headed rebukes of the highest in the land, which he’d got away with for being a people’s hero but which had made him enemies, among them the influential Earl St Vincent. Service gossip had it that, even after the outrageously improbable victory of the brig-sloop Speedy over a full-blooded frigate, he’d managed to offend the Admiralty sufficiently to be denied either promotion or another ship, staying on the beach in idleness through some of England’s darkest hours.

‘Then you’ll accept how I take so against all forms of jobbery and influence-peddling, those utterly corrupt practices of plying the state’s servants with Mammon to grease the wheels. Hallowed by the generations but nothing good ever comes of it.’

On the face of it a noble and principled stand – but Cochrane was a lord, a hereditary aristocrat who owed his position in life to the very practice of placement he was condemning. And in his youthful absence he’d been kept on the books of ships commanded by his relatives – false muster – until he finally went to sea as midshipman at eighteen, making lieutenant indecently fast by those very same corrupt practices.

In Kydd’s eyes it was hypocrisy. ‘Then, for instance, when a worthy but unconnected man of talent is brought forward by an act of influence it should be morally condemned?’ he challenged. In his case it had been Nelson himself who had seen Kydd promoted post captain into a frigate but he wasn’t about to flaunt it.

‘You mean a foremast jack who finds himself on the quarterdeck? I’ve heard of such but they’re a sad lot. I pity ’em,’ Cochrane said dismissively. ‘Tarpaulins to a man, show their breeding whatever they do, and will never amount to much.’

‘Oh?’

‘Your lower orders – it’s not their fault they’re ground down, need strong discipline and so forth. It’s the world’s doing with its wicked ways. Without they have the same chances as the nobs, then their views and habits are unformed, graceless, ignorant who’ll never find a place among the politesse de coeur. They’re victims of our fashion of living no less.’

Kydd bit back an angry reply but for the moment allowed that the man held his views sincerely and would have no experience of the level of society in which Kydd had his origins. That he took a Radical stand against injustices high and low was to his credit, if ill-timed and ingenuous. ‘My lord, I thank you for opening your mind to me. I feel we understand each other the greater.’ At the right point he’d reveal something of his own background, but not yet.

‘And now we move against the French,’ Cochrane murmured. ‘A return to the lists for me, but you?’
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