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For Alan Roderick





Here, Painter, let thine art describe a story,

Shaming our warlike island’s ancient glory:

A scene which never on our seas appear’d,

Since our first ships were on the ocean steer’d.

Make the Dutch fleet, while we supinely sleep,

Without opposers, masters of the deep.

Anon., Fourth Advice to a Painter (1667)




‘By God,’ says he, ‘I think the Devil shits Dutchmen.’

Sir William Batten, Surveyor of the Navy; words reported by Samuel Pepys in his diary, 19 July 1667






Prologue

The Gunfleet Anchorage

October 1671

‘Vengeance is mine, sayeth the Lord.’

Tom Butler, who uttered these words, did not look like a religious man. The pursed lips, formed into a permanent kiss, and the grey bags beneath his eyes gave him the look of a libertine; and, every now and again, if the fancy took him, that was what Tom Butler was, sometimes for months at a time. In faith, then, he was not really a religious man at all. But his pronouncement as we stood at the stern, watched the men on the yard unfurling the main course of the Elsinore Merchant to catch the strengthening south-westerly breeze, was as solemn as any by a bishop. It led me to wonder which lord he meant: the Lord on high, or the lord who stood before me. Religious he might not be, but a lord Tom most certainly was, despite the rough seaman’s shirt and breeches that he and I both wore as disguise. Indeed, one day, if God willed it, he would rule an entire kingdom. For Thomas Butler, Earl of Ossory, was son and heir to the Duke of Ormonde, the vice-king of Ireland.

‘A fair wind for it, Matt. A fine breeze to carry us over to avenge England’s greatest shame. Just as they had a fine, fair breeze for it four years ago.’

‘Amen to that, My Lord Ossory.’

I looked out over the waist of our ship. To all but the very keenest observer, she would appear an innocent flyboat, a merchantman with her course set for Rotterdam. Yet that one solitary keenest observer might note that by the standards of innocent merchantmen, her crew were somewhat brisk. The course was sheeted home a little too efficiently, the ship’s head steered a little too precisely. The crew on deck was distinctly large by the standards of any such innocent merchantman, making a voyage to Rotterdam; and that was without counting the two hundred soldiers and seamen concealed in the hold. True, the Elsinore Merchant was as low in the water as a ship notionally carrying a cargo of salt from Maldon could be expected to be. But she carried no salt: instead, her commodious hold also contained enough weaponry and ammunition to sustain a small army, and a full set of canvas, enough to outfit one of the largest men-of-war in the world.

‘You still think it’s an insane scheme, Matt?’

My Lord of Ossory knew me too well. We had known each other for years, since the days when we were both penniless exiles in the United Provinces of the Netherlands. We had both married Dutch women; and, if anything, our wives were even better friends to each other than we were.

‘Then why am I here, Tom?’

‘Ah, well, Matt Quinton, there’s the rub. Why are you here? This was my insanity, God help me – mine alone. To bring her back to the haven from which she was taken. To bring her back in triumph. To avenge the humiliation. To redeem England. To exculpate our king. My idea. My folly. If God so wills it, my death. But why are you here, Matt?’

I looked out. To larboard, the low, featureless shores of Essex and Suffolk were beginning to recede behind us. To starboard, there was only the gently swelling sea, dotted with some small hoys, flyboats and ketches, under a grey spring sky. A sea that led to the mouth of the Maas, and the harbour of Rotterdam, where the Elsinore Merchant was notionally bound. But to reach Rotterdam, the ship would have to pass through the haven of Hellevoetsluis: or, as English seamen knew it, Hell-vote-slice. That harbour contained many ships, but only one of them mattered to Englishmen. Only one ship burned a word into English hearts, just as Calais was said to have been burned into the heart of Bloody Mary.

And that word was:

Chatham.

I smiled. ‘You know the reason, Tom. You were in Ireland, but I was there.’

Yes, I was there. I could still remember the heat on my face from our burning ships. I could recall the shame I felt at the sight of the Dutch flag flying proud from the ramparts of Sheerness fort. I remembered the brutal humiliation that our country had suffered. That I had suffered: the very personal crosses which I bore from that fateful summer of 1667. And that was why I sailed with Tom Butler now, on a scheme so insane, so suicidal, that any man of reason would have rightly decried it as the brainchild of lunatics.

Our collective madness began in high summer, some three months earlier, almost exactly four years after the catastrophe at Chatham, in a high room: a dark, stifling chamber in the round tower of Windsor Castle, atop its vast, overgrown mound, the Thames and Eton College just visible through smears in the grime caking the tiny windows. For some unaccountable reason, the king was thinking of making Windsor his permanent summer residence, rather than doing what any rational man would have done, namely, deciding it was better to stay in Whitehall after all and tearing down the entire rotting pile.

Tom Butler and I were standing over a table, looking down upon a chart of the mouth of the river the Dutch called the Maas. Across the table from us stood a tall, dark, ugly man wearing a simple shirt and a large black wig. If anything, Charles Stuart, King of England, was scrutinising the chart even more intently than we were.

‘There are almost no guards, Majesty,’ said Tom. ‘A few elderly marines. Some ship-keepers. No more. And of course, the Dutch will not be expecting such an assault.’

‘But they will still have men-of-war in the roadstead,’ I protested.

‘A thirty-gunner or two, perhaps,’ said Tom, confidently. And only one thirty-gunner will be more than sufficient to blow us out of the water, I thought. ‘That’s what our intelligencers suggest. Otherwise, their fleet will be laid up for the winter. What ships they’ll have in commission will be far to the north, at Texel and the Helder.’

I thought of objecting, but the king nodded vigorously, and I knew better than to challenge the royal nod. Yet this was strange. Indeed, it was strange beyond measure. Charles the Second, normally the most practical and sceptical of men, was not raising the objections that jostled within my head, each squabbling for precedence over the other. Objections that would usually have issued from his royal mouth, long before they reached mine.

‘You could rig her within an hour, while holding off the Rotterdam militia?’ said the king.

‘Jury rig only, Majesty, but enough to get her out into the roadstead. Then, a simple matter to take her out as far as our escorts. If you give us a brace of fourth rates, that is.’

‘But—’ I began.

‘The day will be chosen carefully,’ said Tom. ‘A spring tide. Sufficient for even her great draught.’

‘But the wind, Tom,’ I said. ‘All depends on an easterly, or a northerly, in that roadstead.’

And there, of course, was the great, terrible flaw in Tom Butler’s plan. It may be that the Dutch would be unsuspecting enough to believe that the King of England would not attempt such a thing. It may be that the defences were as weak as Tom believed them to be. It may be that we could erect jury rig in an hour. It may be that only a hundred or so men would be able to take to sea a ship usually crewed by eight hundred. It may be that the tide would be right. It may be that a million angels could dance on the head of a pin.

But nothing on this earth could determine the wind.

I looked at the king. I had known Charles Stuart for many years now, and knew him as most men did: the arch-cynic, the libertine, the fornicator. I also knew him as a consummate seaman, who could handle a helm as well as any pilot, and design a hull as well as any master shipwright. I knew the other Charles Stuart too, the one that fewer men saw, the brutal, vicious, amoral creature that would readily destroy hundreds of lives with the stroke of a pen. But I did not know the Charles Stuart who spoke now.

‘We shall trust in God,’ said the king, with the simple, unarguable finality of a martyr on the way to the stake.

That unsettling certainty, that uncharacteristic display of faith from the least religious monarch ever to occupy the throne of England, won over even me, Matthew Quinton, brother and heir of the Earl of Ravensden, scion of a family that, with only a very few exceptions, had never been noted for its piety. And that was how I came to be standing on the deck of the Elsinore Merchant with my old friend Tom Butler, Earl of Ossory, bound for the Dutch coast, there to board, seize, and bring back to England, one ship, thereby most certainly triggering immediate war between the two countries.

But this was not just any ship. It was one of the greatest ships of all, which was towed away from Chatham four years before, in the most abject defeat the English crown had ever suffered.

So although I did not quite know why, I knew that I would fight, and if necessary die, for this most impossible of causes: to bring back our king’s flagship, towed out of the Medway by the Dutch, to England’s eternal shame.

We would rescue the Royal Charles, and redeem our country.




Part One

Ravensden Abbey, Chatham and the Rivers Thames and Medway

10th – 20th June, 1667




Chapter One


If wars were won by feasting,

Or victory by song,

Or safety found in sleeping sound,

How England would be strong!

But honour and dominion

Are not maintained so.

They’re only got by sword and shot,

And this the Dutchmen know!

Rudyard Kipling, The Dutch in the Medway (1911)



I have consulted eminent divines, archbishops included, upon the matter, and they are as one with me in this opinion: a family gathering is, veritably, the spawn of Satan.

Indeed, it is a notion that should be denounced with all the passion of a hellfire preacher declaiming against sodomy, fornication and bestiality. Especially when the notion originates with one’s ancient, crippled mother, who usually regarded the prospect of such occasions with the equanimity of a gangrenous patient facing the saw. Especially when one’s country was at war. Especially when that country’s capital city still lay in charred ruins, having been destroyed by fire not quite nine months before.

But in this case, the Dowager Countess of Ravensden, my mother, noted the imminent two hundred and fiftieth anniversary of the creation of our earldom by King Henry the Fifth of blessed memory, and decided that the occasion had to be marked, on the first day of June in the year of grace, 1667, by a gathering of all the living Quintons and their kin, at our family home of Ravensden Abbey in Bedfordshire. Even though the Dutch fleet was known to be fitting out, while the fleet of His Majesty King Charles the Second was not.

To be precise, King Charles did not actually have a fleet that could go to sea; if he had, then I, Captain Sir Matthew Quinton, brother and heir of the incumbent Earl of Ravensden, could have expected a substantial command within it. But the parsimony of His Majesty’s Parliament, and the general belief among his ministers that peace with the Dutch and their French allies was imminent, meant that the largest royal ships were all laid up, principally in the River Medway at Chatham dockyard, and would remain so for the duration of the year.

The Dutch, however, did not quite see things in the same light.



‘Two and a half million pounds,’ said Sir Venner Garvey, my good-brother, jabbing his finger into thin air. ‘An unprecedented sum. No Parliament ever voted a king of England more to wage war. But our seamen riot in the streets for want of pay, and we have no fleet at sea. So where did the money go?’

‘I hear that the king has recently given Lady Castlemaine a stunning new necklace of emeralds,’ said my sister Elizabeth, Lady Garvey, attired in a splendid court dress of green silk that sat awkwardly on her ungainly frame.

‘True, two and a half millions were voted by you virtuous Parliament men,’ said our uncle Tristram, with seeming innocence. ‘But did two and a half millions ever reach the Treasury?’

Venner’s frown could have fired a culverin. ‘Are you impugning the honesty of the landed men of substance in this realm, Tristram?’

The Master of Mauleverer College, Oxford, smiled. But his face was an oddly proportioned, deeply lined mask, the smile a terrifying rictus. It was said that a Dutch portraitist of some eminence once modelled his image of Satan on Doctor Tristram Quinton.

‘Impugn a system which sees rich men assess themselves for the amount of tax they pay? Who could possibly conceive of such a thought, nephew Venner?’

The diminutive, warty Member of Parliament for Rievaulx and Privy Councillor, a noted critic of the king’s rule – and, formerly an equally noted enthusiast for that of Lord Protector Cromwell – glowered suspiciously at Tristram.

‘There will be a reckoning,’ he said. ‘We will have a committee of miscarriages. We will get to the bottom of the fate of our most generous grant. We will hold men to account, and the guilty will be punished.’

‘This is England, Venner,’ said Tristram, wearily. ‘When are the truly guilty ever punished for anything?’

I exchanged a look with Lizzie. She raised an eyebrow. As one, we bowed to Tristram and Venner, and moved a little way across the great hall of Ravensden Abbey. The room, the cavernous former nave of the old monastic church, was full of neighbours and relations of varying degrees of distance and obscurity. With only a very few exceptions, they were all related through female lines. The ageing Tristram apart, the earldom of Ravensden had one heir, and one only: and that was me.

‘Great God in heaven,’ said Lizzie. ‘Politics. Spare me politics, Matt. Spare all England politics.’

She shot a ferocious glance toward her two sons, Young Venner and Oliver, fourteen and twelve respectively, who were too adjacent to the punch bowl for her liking.

‘I suspect we will have rather more of it, not less,’ I said, ‘especially if your husband has his way. And if he and his friends bring down Lord Clarendon as well, we will have enough politics to serve us for the rest of this century.’

She picked up a sweetmeat from a tray proffered by a servant, smelled it, turned it over suspiciously, and put it down again.

‘Yes, well,’ she said, ‘Venner lives and breathes politics, God help me. He’ll go too far and hang for treason one day. Perhaps if the king is feeling generous, though, he’ll allow him the axe instead.’ Lizzie spoke the words with the air of someone who would be perfectly willing to wield the axe herself. ‘Whatever you do, Matt, don’t get sucked into the whole sorry business. Tristram is the only Quinton who’s ever been truly comfortable in that world, and our uncle is—’

She had no need to complete the sentence: we had spent our entire lives trying to unravel the many enigmas wrapped up within the ugly frame of Tristram Quinton.

In place of the sweetmeats, a glass of wine was proffered, and Lizzie snatched at it eagerly.

‘All’s well between you and Cornelia, though?’ she asked. ‘Since the birth of la belle dame?’

‘Of course, sis,’ I said, undoubtedly too hastily.

She gave me the look that elder sisters invariably bestow on younger brothers when they know they are lying.

‘For my part,’ she said, as we nodded respectfully toward our mother, a black-clad, shrivelled, human spider propped up by sticks, who was haranguing Henshaw, the Bishop of Peterborough – ‘for my part, I found that childbirth put a distance between Venner and myself. An even greater distance.’

I found myself looking across the room to my dear wife Cornelia, who was engaged in what seemed to be a difficult conversation with Old Barcock, the steward of Ravensden, about some flaw in the arrangements for the day. Cornelia was Dutch, which was a moderate inconvenience to us both at a time of war between my country and hers. We had married very young, when I was in exile in her home town, and after the Restoration – and, more precisely, after the present war began – I was not deaf to the whispers which suggested that the daughter of a tedious Calvinist merchant of Veere, whose brother served as a captain in the Dutch navy, might not be a suitable wife for the heir to Ravensden. Worse, our ten-year marriage had as yet produced only one child, and that a daughter, six months old, who could never inherit our ancient title.

But what a daughter.

The wet nurse brought her in just then, to say goodnight to the assembly. The child dutifully smiled and giggled at everyone in turn, at once melting their hearts and, it seemed to me, twisting them to her will. Even Venner, normally the coldest of men, and Tristram, the most enigmatic, could not resist her infant charms, and fussed over her inordinately. But when she was brought to me, Madeleine Quinton cast on me the look that she seemed to reserve for me alone: a deadly serious, firm-mouthed stare that would have intimidated generals. Whenever she fixed this terrible visage upon me, as she did now, my troubled mind took it to mean one thing: ‘I know that you betrayed mother and took to bed Mistress Aphra Behn.’

A conceit, of course, but a conceit that weighed heavily upon my already mightily guilty conscience. Word of the sin I committed during the previous summer had not reached my wife, and I prayed every day that it never would. But it was as though this tiny child divined my guilt, and was already calculating the dire retribution that she and her mother – or, failing that, she alone – would one day inflict on me.

‘Good night, my daughter,’ I said, trying to sound as grave as I thought a father should be.

Do not misunderstand me: I loved Madeleine Quinton dearly, for her own sake, because she made Cornelia so happy, and because she held out the hope that, one day soon, we would be blessed with the boy who could become the next heir to Ravensden. But whether she loved me, or ever would, was another matter; and, if truth be told, I also worried what the future might hold for a girl growing to womanhood in the England of our crowned satyr, Charles the Second.

As it was, I kissed my daughter upon the forehead, and although she did not cry, or make any sound at all, she bestowed on me, yes, the look which I received from her every night: the exact same look that a good Christian would bestow on the Antichrist.

Lizzie noticed the scene, and smiled. Cornelia was convinced that our daughter’s special stare, reserved for me alone, spoke of a rare intelligence, one which already recognised that her father was a knight of the realm, a hero of the navy, and the heir to an earldom, and thus a man who merited gravity and respect from his offspring, no matter how young.

Gravity and respect from one six months old.

My sister, as was her wont, had a more sceptical view, one born of having given birth to several children already – two of whom still lived, and were still lurking suspiciously near the punchbowl. And that was why Lizzie had bestowed upon the infant Madeleine Quinton her own secret byname for my singular little daughter.

La belle dame sans merci.

Truer than you know, Elizabeth, Lady Garvey, truer than you know.



After some further sibling discourse with Milady Garvey upon our mother (perhaps finally displaying signs of senility), Tristram (said to have a new mistress thirty years his junior), her sons (veritable paragons, certain to become Fellows of the Royal Society, although everyone else who encountered them, myself included, took them to be devious little dolts), our brother (still not dead, to the world’s surprise), and the state of the nation (unspeakable, with French fashions nearly unobtainable), Lizzie noticed Venner looking at her in a way which was evidently his unspoken command for her to repair to his side after rather too long an absence.

As my sister moved away, and before I could go over to join Cornelia, I realised to my surprise that another was at my side. I had no idea how long he had been there, for he was easy to miss. We Quintons were, as a rule, a tall race, with a few exceptions like my uncle Tristram. But my mother’s family, the Longhursts, were invariably short, and none were shorter than the nominal head of the house, my cousin Vespasian, Lord Thornavon. He had just celebrated his eighteenth birthday, but still looked no more than twelve.

‘Cousin Matthew,’ he said gravely, craning his neck to look up at me.

‘My Lord.’

‘A word, if I may.’ Many short men of my acquaintance compensate for their lack of inches by developing a booming voice; but cousin Ves spoke in barely more than a whisper, forcing me to lean down a little to hear him. ‘I have lately been thinking upon my prospects.’

‘Again, Ves? The study of the classics no longer suits, then?’

This ambition of his had been born of a desire to emulate his father, a noted translator of Horace, who named his sons Vespasian, Trajan and Hadrian; his daughter, for some inconceivable reason, Messalina, a somewhat inappropriate name for the most timid spinster in Hertfordshire. Unfortunately, the fourth Baron Longhurst died when his eldest son was only seven, leaving the family’s already meagre estate in even worse straits. Thus young Ves, despite being a peer of the realm, spent all his time trying to settle on a career that would at once be worthy of a decayed noble line, and likely to provide him with a vast and immediate influx of wealth to restore the Longhurst fortunes.

‘It does not, either in its own right, or as a means of passage into the law. And if you recall, coz, you were convinced I was not suited for the navy.’

It had once taken an entire evening to convince the young lord that displaying symptoms of seasickness on the Chelsea horse ferry did not bode well for a future career at sea.

‘I maintain that opinion, Ves.’

‘As do I, after much soul-searching. So I have settled upon it, Matt, and wish you to be the first to know. I fear that my mother and Aunt Anne,’ – that is to say, my own mother – ‘will take against the scheme, so your support, along with that of your brother the earl, may be needed to sway them.’

‘And the scheme is?’

He drew himself up to what passed for his full height.

‘I intend to go a-soldiering, Matt. To place my sword in the Venetian service, and join the noble defence of Candia against the Turks.’

I could not have been more surprised if he told me he was about to become the Empress of China. Ves Thornavon, whose entire experience of war lay upon the pages of books, was proposing to go out to fight in Europe’s most famous and bitter siege, which had already lasted for twenty years and showed no sign of ever ending. I trust that I kept a straight face, but suspect that I might not have been entirely successful in this.

‘A noble ambition, My Lord,’ I said. ‘I am sure the armed forces of the Serene Republic of Venice will welcome you with open arms. And what steps have you taken to prepare yourself for this expedition?’

‘I have hired a new fencing tutor,’ he said, entirely seriously, ‘and our water bailiff, who is a notable shot, has promised to instruct me in the use of the musket. God willing, I will distinguish myself in arms, and bring glory, fame and riches to our family.’

‘God willing indeed, Ves.’

And you’ll need rather more than God, a few dainty parries, and the ability to bring down Aylesbury ducks, to withstand a Janissary regiment at the charge, I thought. But then, I could not bring myself to be too harsh on my cousin: still somewhere within me was the boy I had been ten years before, and that boy thought and talked very much like Ves Thornavon.

Just then, I saw Young Barcock slip into the hall, sidle up to my brother, and hand him a letter. Charles slid a finger under the wax seal, opened the paper, read, and frowned. He looked up. His eyes swept around the room, until they settled on me. He nodded, just the faintest of nods, but that was how the tenth Earl of Ravensden invariably summoned men to his side.

‘Your pardon, My Lord,’ I said to my cousin. ‘My brother wishes to speak with me.’

The young man looked irritated, but he could hardly demur; after all, he was in my brother’s house, and an earl of England significantly outranked a baron.

I went across to Charles. The tenth Earl of Ravensden, the most plainly dressed man in the room, was a slight figure with an air of permanent illness about him. At the Worcester fight, he took enough musket balls to kill a much stronger man, but somehow survived. Ever since, though, his health had been erratic, and I lived with the constant fear that he might die at any time, thrusting me into a rank and responsibilities that I had always balked at.

‘News, brother?’

‘News indeed, Matt. A day ago, the Dutch fleet was off the North Foreland, coming into the King’s Channel. Not just a token force – nearly their entire navy, it seems. De Ruyter in command. His lesser admirals, Banckert, van Nes, Meppel, and two barons, van Ghent and van Aylva. All names well known to you, no doubt.’

I grimaced, but in truth, this was no surprise. For many weeks, intelligence from the Netherlands had been reporting the fitting out of a great fleet, and one did not need any of my uncle’s mathematics or astrology to divine its purpose. With no peace treaty yet agreed, and no English fleet at sea, the Dutch could only be preparing a great blow against England; a blow to avenge and outdo the one my colleagues-in-arms and I had delivered against them the previous August, when we destroyed a huge fleet of their merchantmen in the Vlie roadstead and burned their town of Brandaris. ‘Sir Robert Holmes, his bonfire,’ the attack was called, after my mercurial friend who commanded it, and it greatly damaged the Amsterdam bourse and the profits of the fat merchant regents of the province of Holland. We knew almost from the moment we carried out the attack that the Dutch would seek to avenge it; indeed, there were some who still believed that the Great Fire of London, which occurred just three weeks after our attack in the Vlie, was that very vengeance. I knew better, but because of that, I had known for months that the Dutch were only waiting for their moment, for their perfect opportunity. And now, it seemed, it had come.

‘Then let us pray our defences are in good order,’ I said.

‘Prayer may be all we have, Matt. Lord Percival has taken an interest in the matter of our defences, and a troubling number of them seem not to have been completed. An even more troubling number have not even been begun. But it would be best if we did not air such sentiments in Venner’s hearing.’

Ever since the early days of Cromwell’s rule, my brother had lived a double life, adopting the identity of Lord Percival to act as one of the exiled king’s most daring and successful intelligencers. After the Restoration, he resumed the role and became one of the kingdom’s principal spymasters, second only to Arlington, the slippery secretary of state. His precarious health and well-known love of the theatre – together, perhaps, with his less well-known love of certain actors – ensured that Charles Quinton was often underestimated; but those who did so tended to learn their mistake swiftly, and in ample measure. Together, Charles and I had thwarted more than one dark conspiracy against the king. But a Dutch fleet in the very mouth of the Thames meant that matters had gone far beyond any remedy that even the shadowy Lord Percival could possibly provide.

As for Sir Matthew Quinton, though—

‘I’ll take horse at dawn,’ I said.

Charles raised an eyebrow, which, for him, was an expression of considerable emotion.

‘And do what, pray? You have no commission, Matt. No orders from anyone. If the Dutch are intent on destroying all the shipping in the London river, or burning the dockyard at Chatham, what can one man possibly do to prevent them?’

‘A knight of England needs no commission and no orders to rally to the defence of his country, My Lord. And didn’t Horatius alone hold the bridge of Rome against all comers? Tristram taught me that once, just as he would have taught you.’

Charles raised his hand. ‘You don’t need to convince me, brother. I commend your bravery, and wish you good fortune. But, Matt, I rather think you will need to expend a little more effort on convincing your wife, and our mother.’

And in that, of course, the Earl of Ravensden was perfectly correct. 




Chapter Two


Meantime through all the yards their orders run,

To lay the ships up, cease the keels begun.

The timber rots, and useless axe doth rust,

Th’ unpractic’d saw lies buried in its dust.

The busy hammer sleeps, the ropes untwine,

The stores and wages all are mine and thine.

Along the coast and harbours they take care

That money lack, nor forts be in repair.

Andrew Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter (1667)



I set out from Ravensden Abbey at dawn, riding alone, despite the best efforts of my brother, mother and wife to persuade me to take the family coach. In Cornelia’s case, this was merely the grudging sequel to her earlier, and much more serious, campaign to persuade me not to go at all. It might not have needed too much effort to persuade the Earl of Ravensden, a man and a warrior, of the reasons why I wished to ride toward the sound of the guns, but I most certainly did need to work rather harder to persuade Cornelia, Lady Quinton.

‘And you alone can stop them, can you, husband?’ she said, hands resting upon her hips as though she was about to draw out two invisible pistols. ‘De Ruyter and all his ships? Thousands of my countrymen, armed to the teeth? Of all the men in England, Matthew Quinton is the one chosen by God to stand up against all of that?’

‘I am not prepared to debate the matter,’ I said.

‘Of course you are not. You are never prepared to debate the matter when you know I am right.’

I sighed.

‘It is my duty,’ I said, as patiently as I could. ‘To the king, and to England.’

‘And if the king wanted you and your mighty sense of duty, husband, do you not think he would have sent for you? Or long ago given you a commission to serve at sea this summer? It may be a surprise to you, Matthew Quinton, but the king has other officers. Could it not be that he has decided they can serve him better than you?’

That struck home; the same terrible thought had played itself over and over in my mind since it became clear in the spring that the king and his lord high admiral, his brother the Duke of York, had no commission for me. But I could not, would not, admit this to my wife.

‘And what if you die, in this futile crusade of yours? What if my brother – or, worse, some mere stinking trooper from a Friesland bog – puts a sword through your ribs as you try to defend a square foot of a dungheap in Cheapside? What will become of me, and our daughter? How will Madeleine fare without a father?’

‘Enough, woman! My mind is made up. I ride for London!’

This was the point at which Cornelia, who rarely fought a battle after it was clearly lost, switched her strategy to trying to persuade me to take the coach instead. In truth, I was glad she did so, for only a few more of her choicest sentences might have been sufficient to sway me. But mention of our daughter brought to mind Madeleine’s fixed, accusing expression, and the words she could not possibly think or speak: ‘I know that you betrayed mother and took to bed Mistress Aphra Behn.’

In truth, I needed miles, many miles, between myself and that expression on the face of my dear little belle dame. And if falling in battle against the invading Dutch, even if it was for no more than the proverbial square foot of a dunghill in Cheapside, was the price I had to pay to expiate the guilt of my sin, then so be it.

The roads were clogged: troops of militia were marching toward their county mustering stations, while timorous families on foot, or sometimes on carts, were already fleeing London, convinced that the Dutch were about to inflict new ruin upon that burned and ravaged city. I recalled the days immediately after London burned, in September of the previous year, when some men said that no worse catastrophe could possibly afflict England for many years to come. But if the Dutch came up the Thames, the Great Fire might become a mere footnote in history, the appetiser before the true banquet of death.

I dined a little after two at a tavern in Hatfield, and was chewing absent-mindedly on some pungent cheese when a shadow fell across my table.

‘It is not becoming for a knight of the realm to ride out alone,’ said a familiar voice, ‘especially without his spiritual advisor at his side.’

I looked up into the familiar eyes of a sturdily built, red-visaged fellow with unkempt, greying hair, attired in a scuffed and stained cassock.

The Reverend Francis Gale had served with me since my memorable and very nearly fateful command of the Jupiter, five years before. A veteran of the civil wars, the horrors of which had turned him into a hopeless sot, Francis then served as chaplain of several of my other ships, and was as comfortable with a sword in his hand as a psalter. Fortunately, that hand was steadier than it had been for many a year, for Francis had put the bottle behind him; the bottle, if not the occasional tankard or two. At my behest, my brother installed him in our local parish, but the sound of distant trumpets, even if unheard, could always tempt Francis away from a dull village pulpit.

‘And I am in need of spiritual advice, then, Francis?’

‘Every man is, all of the time. But in this case, Sir Matthew, my advice would be identical to that which your brother, mother and wife have already given you – namely, it is folly to believe that just one man can do anything to change whatever is about to play out in the Thames.’

‘You rode twenty miles and more in pursuit of me just to tell me that, Francis?’

He smiled. ‘Not entirely. I rode twenty miles and more with my sword and pistols in my saddlebag – so lo and behold, Sir Matthew, your force is already doubled. At such a rate of multiplication, by the time we reach Barnet, you might have a veritable legion of the righteous at your back.’

I laughed, and called for a flagon of ale for my old friend. Francis Gale’s enthusiasm for a warlike cause was a byword, so I did not raise the suspicion that pressed upon my heart: namely, that he had been sent by either my wife or my mother (or, God forbid, both) to ensure that I did not venture myself too far into harm’s way. But Francis possessed one piece of knowledge that none of the others shared: unlike them, he knew of my unfaithfulness to Cornelia.

As it was, though, the two of us ate, drank, and talked of old times and old friends, notably of our comrade in arms Kit Farrell, who had saved my life when I was nought but a green ignoramus who wrecked his first command. Kit had come a long way since those days, when he was a mere rude tarpaulin, a youthful master’s mate from a Wapping alehouse. Now, after distinguishing himself in battle, he held a fine command, the fourth-rate Black Prince, and was part of Sir Jeremiah Smith’s squadron, one of the forces set out to protect trade against Dutch depredations. There was an irony in the fact that he, whose career I had promoted assiduously, had such a prime ship, while I had none.

‘Such are the ways of the Lord,’ said Francis. ‘Captain Farrell’s progress is all part of His divine plan.’

‘As is my lack of it, Francis?’

‘You are a knight of the realm and the heir to an earldom, Matthew,’ he said levelly. ‘I don’t think many men would regard that as a lack of progress. But is this, perhaps, why you are so eager to put yourself in harm’s way, when you have no need to?’

I stared at him for a moment. In essence, it was the same question that my brother had asked me, and my wife too. But Francis, as always, saw an extra element to it all, and made me question myself more intently. Were my actions really driven by some sort of competition with Kit Farrell, who, in that summer of 1667, had opportunities for glory that were denied to me? It was a strange thought, and one which remained with me for the remainder of our sojourn at the inn.

Refreshed, Francis and I mounted our rested horses for the remainder of the journey down to Smithfield, which we reached a little before nine in the evening.

‘Merciful father,’ said Francis, as we rode past Holborn Bridge, ‘behold, the phoenix.’

For everywhere, London was rising again from the ashes to which it had been reduced nine months before. True, there were still vast piles of charred rubble, and every here and there, a blackened chimney stood quite alone, all that was left of the respectable house that had once surrounded it. But in every direction, new buildings were going up apace, and many sumptuous new residences were already complete: fine, square buildings of stone, too, not the ramshackle ancient structures that they replaced. One kind of building, and one alone, was not yet being rebuilt. As we made our way south-west, we passed the burned-out shells of several of London’s churches, the likes of Saint Sepulchre and Saint Bride’s. They would remain shells for a few years more, until an ambitious young professor from Oxford named Wren began to make a name for himself. And even if the sights of this half-dead, half-living London were strange and unfamiliar, the sounds and the smells were the same as they always had been: the street vendors’ cries, laughter and shouting, coal smoke and newly baked bread, the hammering of carpenters, the wailing of infants, horse dung and leather. Verily, London had been dead, but on the third day, it had risen again.

At last, at Saint Dunstan in the west, we came to a church which stood intact, presaging all the untouched buildings beyond it as the Strand wound its inexorable way toward the Charing Cross, Whitehall, and Westminster. And one of the first of these miraculously preserved buildings was Ravensden House, the Quinton family’s town residence, a rambling monstrosity of so many architectural styles that it would have given Professor Wren a fit.

‘Sir Matthew,’ said the man who answered the door. ‘Reverend Gale. Knew you’d turn up sooner rather than later. The Dutch are set fair to burn London anew, steal the crown jewels, slaughter the king and bugger the queen, so only a Quinton can stand against them. All’s well with the world now, then.’

‘And a good evening to you too, Musk,’ I said.

If the house was a rambling monstrosity, then so, too, was its nominal steward, Phineas Musk, a rotund fellow of indeterminate age and even less determinate antecedents, dressed in a fading suit of clothes that had not been fashionable in thirty years. Yet for some reason that passed all understanding, this creature possessed an undying loyalty to the Quinton family, and had been retained in his post by successive Earls of Ravensden. Musk had served with me in my expeditions to sea, and served my brother when he took on the identity of Lord Percival.

As he provided us with a light supper of bread and ham, washed down by some execrable Ho Brian wine, Musk regaled us with the latest news. The Dutch, it seemed, had landed on Canvey Island, where they burned some houses and stole some sheep. But there was worse, much worse, than a token invasion of Essex.

‘De Ruyter himself commands, but he’s got de Witt with him.’

‘Not Johan?’ I said, surprised. ‘The Grand Pensionary himself?’

Johan de Witt, Grand Pensionary of Holland, was the effective ruler of the chaotic, squabbling, divided republic that the Dutch, with, perhaps, an ironic humour quite uncharacteristic of the race, called the United Provinces of the Netherlands.

‘There’s more than one of them? Typical of the hogen mogens, that. No, I’ve heard this one called by your good-brother’s name, Sir Matthew.’

‘Cornelis,’ said Francis. ‘Johan’s right-hand man. They’re on a great mission, all right, if Cornelis de Witt sails with them.’

‘So which?’ I demanded. ‘London or Chatham?’

‘Both, if I was them,’ said Musk, forgetting the deference expected of a servant; just as he did every other waking hour. ‘Nothing to stop them. No ships at sea, no guns in the new batteries – the batteries that have actually been started, that is.’

I had one thought only: Venner. Oh, my good-brother would so enjoy himself, playing a prominent part in the inevitable inquisition into the failure to defend the kingdom. He and his like-minded friends would not rest until they brought down a great minister or two: or, better still, until they had reached their slimy tentacles toward the throne itself.

Only one thing could prevent that. The Dutch had to be stopped.

‘Surely orders have been given?’ I demanded. ‘Troops, guns – they must be moving to the sea?’

‘Militia’s been parading,’ said Musk. ‘Nice uniforms, I’ll give them that. Well-polished musket barrels, too. And they say a regiment of Scots has been ordered up from Margate. Scots. At Margate. Reckon they must have taken a wrong turn at Perth and got lost.’ Musk sniffed. ‘The youngsters in the alehouses are saying the Tower will keep the Dutch from London, that the Tower’s defended the city for five centuries. But the oldsters, they know better. We know better.’

‘And how would that be, Musk?’ asked Francis.

‘Tower’s guns are mounted too high, Reverend. They fire right over the river – right over any hull that might get up that far. Old Noll Cromwell put up a breastwork on Tower Hill, but the first thing that happened when the king came back was that the new men said, “Oh, we know better, what need a breastwork next to the strongest fortress in all England, and besides, it was built by the Great Satan, so we must tear it down.” So down it came, and now London has no guns that can fire on the river at all. Not one.’

I pushed away my plate. Musk might be a scoundrel of uncertain lineage, but he often had knowledge that hardly another man in England possessed.

‘Then if things are truly so desperate, I’m for Whitehall,’ I said as I got to my feet. ‘Francis, rest here awhile.’

He made to protest, but thought better of it. Francis Gale was no longer as young as he had been, and a long day in the saddle had clearly exhausted him.

‘No point,’ said Musk. ‘No one at Whitehall. All gone downriver, to see what can be done. That’s the talk of the town, at any rate.’

Or rather, the talk of the paid informers that Musk, on behalf of Lord Percival, retained within the kitchens and backstairs of Whitehall Palace. Musk’s gossip, his ‘talk of the town’, was invariably one of the most reliable sources of intelligence in all England.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘I’ll take a few hours’ sleep, too. Before dawn, though, we’ll go in search of the king.’

As I said it, I felt a wave of exhaustion wash over me, and realised a grim truth. I had celebrated my twenty-seventh birthday in February. Truly, I, too, was no longer as young as once I had been.



We rode out of London by way of Aldgate, past the Tower, toward the splendour of a summer’s dawn. The sun’s first rays picked out Stepney Church, and we caught the myriad smells of the river and its wharves, drifting up to us from Limehouse. The masts of all the ships in the Thames, visible above the roofs of the houses off to our right, were so tightly packed as to resemble a leafless winter forest. Francis, Musk and I made our way east, along the Poplar highway, beside the fields at the head of the Isle of Dogs. Ahead, becoming ever clearer as the sun rose higher, stood the houses of Blackwall, and, towering over them, the frames of new East India men upon the stocks. Beyond lay the river, brimming with the masts of the shipping that always congregated in Blackwall Reach, where the river made its great turn toward Woolwich.

But as we came nearer, a curious thing happened. One of the sets of masts began, very slowly, to sink.

A large group of men was assembled on the shore. I recognised a few of them: Elder Brethren of Trinity House, mostly, and thus supposedly the kingdom’s most senior authorities on navigation and seamanship. They were looking out at the spectacle of a stout old flyboat hull settling ever lower into the Thames. Just south of her, a ship was already entirely submerged, only the mastheads visible above water. Just north, skiffs and row-barges were securing to a third hull, ready to tow it out into position. Despite the presence of so many experts, everything was being dictated by two men who stood apart from the rest. One, a fellow of fifty years or so, wore a black wig and a plain grey coat. The other, taller, younger and uglier, had removed his wig, revealing a grey stubble, and was already stripped to his shirt.

Francis and Musk hung back as I approached the wigless man, bowing deeply when I was a few paces in front of him.

‘Your Majesty.’

As he turned toward me, I bowed in turn to the older man.

‘Your Highness.’

King Charles the Second, the wigless man, grinned at his cousin, Prince Rupert of the Rhine.

‘’Od’s fish, coz, here’s Matt Quinton, by all that’s holy. Things can only go well for old England from now on.’

I kissed the royal hands.

‘You are welcome, Sir Matthew,’ said Rupert, in his strong German accent.

I nodded my thanks. My relations with Prince Rupert of the Rhine had once been difficult: I blamed him for the death of my father at the Battle of Naseby, where Rupert’s cavalry rode off the field, leaving James Quinton, ninth Earl of Ravensden for just one hundred and eighteen days, to be surrounded and slaughtered by Cromwell’s Ironsides. But just as war makes enemies of one’s allies, so it can make friends of one’s enemies. The current war against the Dutch had seen a reconciliation between myself and this prince, one of Europe’s most famous warriors. Indeed, to all intents and purposes Rupert was now my patron in the service, and I was glad to see him there on the Blackwall shore. The prince was sure to find useful employment for a Quinton’s sword.

‘So, Matt,’ said the king, ‘what shall we do with you, eh? The sinking of blockships will be tedious work for the heir to Ravensden, methinks.’

‘I will serve in whatever capacity Your Majesty thinks fit,’ I said.

The king laughed, but it was a dry, humourless sound, his expression remaining grim.

‘And there’s the rub, Matt Quinton. England needs many capacities at this moment, and we have very few good men to fill any of them. Not even you can be in two places at once, and I need you in six. God in heaven, I need every man I have in six.’

‘What of the Dutch, sirs?’ I asked.

‘Probing the Thames mouth,’ said Rupert. ‘But the latest word we had is that they’ve detached a squadron and sent it against Sheerness.’

‘Sheerness will hold, surely?’

The king and his cousin exchanged glances.

‘That,’ said Charles Stuart, ‘was one of the tasks I entrusted to the Duke of Albemarle, who now commands our defences on the Medway. I am sure His Grace will have taken the appropriate measures.’

My heart sank at the mention of Albemarle. While the war had brought Rupert and I together, it also opened up an irreparable rift between myself and the great duke, once one of Cromwell’s generals, then the man who decided to bring the king back to England, most recently the joint admiral, with Rupert, of our fleet in the previous year’s campaign.

‘Majesty,’ said Rupert, ‘it might be worth sending Sir Matthew with specific orders to Sheerness. The fort to be held, at all costs. It must buy us time to complete our preparations here, and at Chatham.’

‘Aye, a fair notion,’ said King Charles. ‘And the duke needs to know of the blockships we are sinking here and at Woolwich, where we’re erecting a new breastwork at this very moment.’

‘And that the shipping of the river is brought up safe behind Gravesend and Tilbury blockhouses,’ said Rupert. ‘His Grace need concern himself only with the defence of the Medway.’

‘Then take this news down to Sheerness, Matt,’ said the king, ‘and the orders that the fort must hold out at any price. Report to Spragge, and put yourself under his orders, just as he’s under His Grace’s. And don’t give me that look, Sir Matthew Quinton – it’s not as though I’m placing you under the command of Lucifer himself.’

Sir Edward Spragge as well as the Duke of Albemarle? Lucifer would be preferable, Your Majesty.

I saw Prince Rupert’s expression: His Highness was most amused. Spragge was nominally one of his men, too, but Rupert knew full well how matters stood.

‘If I’m to get down to Sheerness on the ebb, Majesty,’ I said, ‘I’ll need a fast craft to take advantage of this wind.’

The breeze was south-westerly at long last, after the seemingly endless days of easterlies that had brought the Dutch against England.

‘All the royal yachts are deployed,’ said the king, ‘but I’d already ordered another vessel downstream to await further command, for just such an eventuality as this. The skipper should have left his mooring upstream on yesterday’s ebb. And I think you’ll find him to your liking, Matt.’

‘This might be the very fellow,’ said the prince.

Rupert pointed away to the south, where the hill of Blackheath rose behind the two palaces at Greenwich – the old red-brick one of King Harry the Eighth and Queen Bess, partly demolished, and the new white stone one begun by this king some years before, unfinished due to Charles the Second’s perennial lack of money. A sail could be seen, moving in front of the great buildings, then coming round onto the other tack as she came north toward Blackwall, the fair wind allowing her to make decent headway even against the last of the flood tide.

I knew at once what ship it was, and who commanded her. As she came closer, I could see him, standing at his larboard wale, grinning broadly. Which was ever the countenance of Julian Carvell, sometime slave in the Virginia colony, sometime coxswain under my command, latterly, at my personal recommendation to the King’s Majesty, ship-keeper of this very vessel, the Royal Escape. She looked like a Brighton smack, which is what she once was before that fateful day in the year 1651 when she became the dearest hull in the world to all true-hearted loyal Englishmen: for this was the ship in which King Charles escaped to France after weeks of hair-raising adventures and many narrow avoidances of capture following his defeat at the Battle of Worcester.

The Royal Escape was England’s talisman, the king’s personal good-luck charm. If he was sending it downriver against the Dutch, England clearly needed all the luck it could get.  




Chapter Three


No King will heed our warnings,

No Court will pay our claims –

Our King and Court for their disport

Do sell the very Thames!

For, now De Ruyter’s topsails

Off naked Chatham show,

We dare not meet him with our fleet –

And this the Dutchmen know!

Kipling, The Dutch in the Medway



‘Truth is, Sir Matthew,’ said Julian Carvell, as the Royal Escape made its way down Long Reach upon the ebb, ‘it’s a great honour to have her charge, but—’

‘But you’re bored, Master Carvell,’ said Francis Gale, merrily.

Carvell struggled to reply. His appointment to the Royal Escape was, indeed, a very great honour, made by the king in person as a reward for his services during London’s dreadful fire; but Julian Carvell was, at bottom, a man of action, never happier than when he had a cutlass in his hand, and his command’s usual mooring opposite Whitehall Palace was a very long way from the war.

‘Wouldn’t say bored, Reverend. Well, not bored exactly. But nought to do but keeping her looking pristine, maybe taking some of the king’s guests over her from time to time… had the Venetian ambassador aboard a few weeks back, who can’t speak a word of English, just as I can’t speak his Italian or French. And Latin even less. So he spent all the time pointing at me, shouting, “Un moro! Un moro!” cowering in case I threw him over the side. Wish I’d had Ali Reis with me. A genuine Moor – that really would have done for him.’

We all laughed, even the perennially dour Musk. All of us had served, fought and bled together for long enough not to stand upon distinctions of rank. Indeed, both Julian Carvell and the renegade Moor Ali Reis had long been adopted members of the fiercely wilful and obstreperous Cornish coterie that followed me from ship to ship whenever I had a command, since the frantic days when we were first thrown together during a desperate mission in Scottish waters some five years before. I knew where some of them were, that summer of 1667, with no ship sailing under the command of Sir Matthew Quinton; but the whereabouts of most were mysterious. I could hazard an educated guess, though. Somehow, I doubted whether any of them would have fallen into the clutches of the press gangs trying to man the Western Squadron, although I knew that a few had volunteered to serve on their and my old ship, the fifth-rate frigate Jupiter. She was now sailing out of Plymouth under my good friend Captain Beaudesert Harris, a bold young Cavalier whose bravery was as wholehearted as his seamanship was woeful, and who had recently married his shockingly young and even more shockingly low-born mistress; as well, this, for it seemed their child would be born in the autumn. As for the rest of my Cornishmen, the only clue I had lay in the reports which indicated that privateers setting out from the likes of Fowey, Helston and Polperro were sweeping up a quite phenomenal number of Dutch and French ships, displaying astonishing daring and brutality in the process. The Jupiter, too, was taking prizes galore, and I had no doubt that Kit Farrell would also be making a tidy profit for himself, in both gold and honour. All of my old friends and shipmates were prospering, it seemed; only I was not.

The Royal Escape was close to the Kent shore, making the most direct passage for Sheerness as the shoal waters would permit. Thus we were somewhat to the east of Cliffe when we first saw—

‘Hell’s shit,’ said Musk.

Carvell proffered his telescope, and I studied the sight that so disturbed Phineas Musk. The Buoy of the Nore, the anchorage of choice for our English fleet, was full of ships, a familiar enough sight for all of us on the deck of the Royal Escape. But this time there was one critical and tragic difference. The ensigns that flew from the ships’ sterns, and the command flags that streamed out from their topmasts, were not English: they were Dutch. I recognised the flags of all five admiralties of the United Provinces, and they adorned a mighty fleet. I counted at least sixty vessels, most of them large men-of-war, and I was now well enough versed in the enemy’s strength to recognise a few individual ships. Above all, it was impossible to miss the great vessel at the heart of the fleet, the tricolour command flag at her maintop.

The Seven Provinces: Lieutenant Admiral Michiel de Ruyter himself.

The terrible sight of the Dutch lording it in our very own anchorage, in our very own river, in our very own sea, was but a part of it. Carvell had to port his helm a little to keep clear of the empty, flat shore of the Isle of Grain, and as he did so, the mouth of the River Medway came into view. The far shore was the Isle of Sheppey, and on it was the low brick mass of the fort at Sheerness, the principal defence of the Medway.

‘Your orders, Sir Matthew?’ said Carvell.

I was suddenly aware that it must have been the second or third time he had asked me the question. Francis nudged me; but he, too, was transfixed by the dreadful sight we beheld.

A Dutch squadron comprising some seventeen men-of-war lay at anchor off Sheerness. Smoke was rising ashore, billowing over the ramparts of the fort. But it was still perfectly possible to make out the flag that flew over Sheerness, and it was not the Union: it was the red, white and blue bars of the Netherlands.

Sheerness fort, the key to the Medway, had already fallen to the enemy.



The Royal Escape was not a notably fast and nimble craft, so there was no prospect of us getting into the river, past all the Dutch men-of-war lurking at its mouth. Carvell therefore put his helm about, and at my command, he sailed close inshore, skirting the Blyth Sand before putting Francis, Musk and I ashore in a small creek, a little beyond the village of Allhallows. We waved farewell, and I prayed that the Royal Escape would do just that and return upriver unscathed. I chided myself for so doing: Julian Carvell had the measure of luck normally allotted to the entire populations of substantial cities.

‘We’ll make our way south,’ I said. ‘Saint Mary Hoo’s no more than a mile or two – from there, we can strike south to Upnor.’

‘You know these parts, Sir Matthew?’ said Francis.

‘Of old. I was here nearly ten years ago, on a mission for my brother.’

‘You would have been very young for intelligencing in Cromwell’s day, surely?’

‘That he was,’ said Musk. ‘Young and foolish, so it took the earl and Musk, here, to free him from the Ironsides.’

‘A tale you must tell me some day, Musk,’ said Francis.

We reached the round towers of Upnor Castle, a squat Tudor affair, at dusk, after torches had been lit in the windows, on the ramparts, and at the drawbridge. Thus there was more than enough light to illuminate the wide-eyed, brown-haired man who stood on the landward side of the bridge, urgently directing two cartloads of gunpowder into the castle yard.

‘Quinton,’ he said. ‘Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, what subterranean pit did you spring from, man?’

Sir Edward Spragge was of an age with Prince Rupert, our patron, but looked younger. He still spoke with a trace of an Irish accent, but also with the assurance which came of the knowledge that he, having most recently held command as Vice-Admiral of the Blue, was senior to me, who was both twenty years younger and had not yet risen beyond a private captain’s post. Moreover, he had an exotic history. As a young man, he had been a slave in the Algiers galleys, and during the long years of Cavalier exile, he was an out-and-out pirate. Spragge was a merry fellow, and I heartily wished I liked him. But for some perverse reason, I could not. True, Spragge was an inveterate foe of my good friend Sir Robert Holmes: the two of them vied for Prince Rupert’s favour in a way that I, as the brother of one of the king’s closest friends, did not need to. But there was something else, something I could never quite place a finger on.

It might have been something to do with the way he looked at my wife; and, come to that, at every other man’s wife. And daughters.

I told Spragge our news. He said nothing, merely nodding. Then he took us into the castle, depositing Musk with the other ranks (to the old rogue’s chagrin) before calling for bread, cheese and wine. He took Francis and I up to the roof, where we greedily partook of the meagre victuals. There was still enough light to make out the winding channel of the Medway, the dark shapes of the storehouses of Chatham dockyard, eight furlongs or so upstream, and above all, the sleeping hulls of the king’s great ships, dismasted and moored to buoys in the river. Directly opposite Upnor’s gun platform, in three fathoms of water, lay the Royal Oak, lanterns illuminating the upper deck as her standing officers and skeleton crew scurried about their business. Immediately upstream of her lay the Loyal London, then the Royal James; beyond them, closer to the dockyard, the Royal Katherine and my own former command, the Royal Sceptre. Five of England’s newest and greatest ships, all of which I had seen prove their worth in battle during the previous summer. Downstream, though, beyond Gillingham Reach, in the greater depth of water which her vast hull required, lay the dark bulk of an even larger vessel: the Royal Charles, the very ship which had brought the king back from exile, and our fleet’s flagship during the war.

‘One day,’ said Spragge, ‘Killigrew or Davenant can write this as a comedy, and put it on the Drury Lane stage.’

‘Comedy, Ned?’ I demanded.

‘Comedy. The batteries that are not complete, the ships that are not manned, the fort at Sheerness that put up no fight, the Scots troops that have deserted – and that the defence of England’s navy should be in the hands of the Scots in any case—’

So spoke an Irishman.

‘It sounds more like tragedy to me,’ I said.

‘And tragedy it might yet be, Matt, if the chain breaks. So that is our priority, and that, I think, is what His Grace would want you to do. I have to see to moving the ships further up the river – Pett is a feeble rogue, who sees no urgency in any of this. Should have been done weeks ago, but oh, no, not our dear commissioner.’

Peter Pett was the commissioner of the navy in Chatham yard, and the man who had built the mighty Sovereign of the Seas – which, thank God, was safe at Portsmouth. Otherwise, the only thing that qualified him for his position was the fact that he was the son and grandson of Petts, the dynasty that ran most of the royal dockyards with the clannishness and business practices of Sicilians.

‘You wish me to attend the chain, Sir Edward?’

‘Aye, Matt. Ensure that all is in order there, then come up to Chatham for His Grace’s further orders. Get some sleep, though – we’ll accomplish nought before the tide turns.’



A distant church clock was striking three as Francis, Musk and I made our way along the muddy foreshore leading north-east from Upnor. In the darkness, it was possible only to make out the profusion of lanterns, both ashore ahead of us and on unidentified ships out in the river. There were distant sounds of orders being shouted, and the rhythmic choruses of men heaving upon cables, especially aboard the Royal Charles, which we passed just as the first hint of light began to appear in the eastern sky. Ahead of her was a third rate which I recognised as the Monmouth, newly built in this very dockyard, and beyond her, two prizes taken from the Dutch, which I later learned were the Charles V and the Matthias. All three were being moved and positioned by tows from longboats. Then, once they were in place, the anchors were dropped, and the ships secured bow and stern, at right angles to the stream.

‘Turning them broadside on,’ I said. ‘A floating battery to confront the Dutch.’

‘Shame the floating battery wasn’t – what’s the term? – at sea, that would be it,’ said Musk. ‘Under sail. Out in the ocean. Not here, halfway into Kent.’

‘This ought to suffice,’ I said, ‘as long as the chain holds.’

The sun was creeping above the tower of Gillingham church on the opposite shore when we came to the object in question. On both sides of the Medway stood structures that looked like small towers. Stretching out from both of them, down into the waters of the river where they disappeared from view, were the links of a vast chain, each link the thickness of a man. Even with the fairest of fair winds and the strongest flood tide, no ship on earth could break the chain. That, at least, was how Englishmen had reassured themselves ever since the reign of Elizabeth, when the royal ships were first moored in this commodious river.

On both banks, men were hurriedly digging deep trenches, and using the earth from them to erect rough ramparts. Eight cannon lay on the sand, waiting to be mounted once this new battery on the west bank of the Medway was complete. And standing by them was a very familiar figure.

‘Mister Lanherne!’

The boatswain of the Royal Sceptre turned, saw his old shipmates, and grinned. He came over and saluted me.

‘Sir Matthew!’ he said in his Cornish brogue. ‘Reverend Gale! Mister Musk! Your servant, sirs!’

Martin Lanherne had served with me since the Jupiter. A veteran of the king’s western army during the civil wars, he had been confirmed in his post on the Royal Sceptre after the previous summer’s campaign, only to find himself relegated to tedious ship-keeping duty in the same ship, laid up at her mooring in the Medway. Until now.

‘What brings you here, Lanherne?’ I asked. ‘Why aren’t you securing the ship?’

‘Ship’s as secure as she can be up at Fifteen Buoy, Sir Matthew – and if the Dutch get up as far as that, it won’t matter a jot how secure we think she is. No, sir. We and the boats from the other ships upstream were ordered down here by Commissioner Pett, to tow up the Royal Charles.’

Musk looked back upstream. ‘The Royal Charles being behind us, Mister Lanherne? The Royal Charles being untowed, as it were?’

The boatswain frowned. ‘Commissioner Pett’s orders were countermanded by the Duke of Albemarle. He’s sending us up to the Mussel Bank, to sink some ships up there. But I know the river there, Sir Matthew. Every good seaman does.’ Albemarle, of course, was no good seaman: but Lanherne did not need to say that. ‘There’s two channels now, both too wide and deep, especially the north one. In any case, the ships they’ve sent are too few and too small, just some old fireships. So I’ve sent back to Chatham to confirm the orders.’

Lanherne was taking a mighty risk by so doing; the Duke of Albemarle was the kind of man who found it impossible to admit that he could be wrong about anything.

‘But at least the chain’s secure,’ I said.

‘Secure, perhaps, if it’s been properly maintained. But it’s too deep. Nine foot under in the middle of the channel, Sir Matthew. A fireship could ride comfortably over that. So Commissioner Pett’s sending something down – a barge or a stage, most likely – to float it higher—’

‘You fellows!’ cried a high-pitched Scottish voice. ‘No time to stand around idling, passing the time of day with each other! If you’ve naught to do, assist my men at the battery!’

‘God help us,’ murmured Musk, ‘a Jock peacock.’

The Scottish officer was, indeed, splendidly uniformed in red, with gleaming buttons and epaulettes, a broad feather protruding from his black tricorn. He was a very pale, very young man: the smoothness of his cheeks suggested that he rarely, if ever, shaved, and his curling yellow hair made him appear almost womanlike.

‘A good morning to you, Captain,’ said Francis. ‘I am the Reverend Francis Gale, and I have the pleasure of naming to you that most honourable knight, Sir Matthew Quinton, brother and heir to the Earl of Ravensden, late captain in His Majesty’s Navy Royal.’

Our nondescript, mud-spattered attire hardly fitted the names of a man of God and the brother of an earl, especially in comparison with the elegant figure before us. But Francis had a commanding tone and manner, and my height made me tower above the Scot.

The young officer’s expression changed.

‘Quinton? Quinton of Ravensden? Great God, sir, I grew up hearing the tales of your grandfather at my father’s knee! And of yours, in more recent times!’

He removed the tricorn with a flourish, and essayed a deep bow.

‘Douglas, Sir Matthew,’ he said, with not a little pride. ‘Captain Archibald Douglas, of my kinsman Lord Douglas’s regiment.’

‘Captain Douglas. An honour to meet your acquaintance, sir. We both bear the burden of illustrious names, it seems.’

True, the name of Quinton was famous; but alongside that of Douglas, ours was but a cock-boat bobbing in the wake of a mighty first rate. The fame of the great noble house extended well beyond their native Scotland, which they had often ruled in all but name. A Douglas had even taken the heart of Robert the Bruce on crusade, a story that made much of an impression on my young self when my uncle Tristram first told it to me. Perhaps if young Archie Douglas possessed even a single fingernail full of inherited Douglas valour and glory, we could yet save Chatham from the Dutch.

‘Where are the rest of your men, Captain Douglas?’ I asked, knowing that a regimental officer of his rank would command rather more than the three dozen or so men working on the battery.

The young man grimaced.

‘Some were ordered to join the defence of Sheerness fort, Sir Matthew. Whether they escaped before the Dutch took it… Yet others were gone long before we came here at all. England has a great many temptations to divert the Scottish soldier – especially the Scottish soldier who hasn’t been paid for many a long month.’

‘And that’s the story throughout your regiment?’

‘Aye. And, as far as I’ve been able to see since I came here, all the rest of King Charles’ armies, too. And his navy.’

I could see the expressions on the faces of Musk and Francis Gale, which told their own story.

Archie Douglas took me to inspect the nascent battery. He was a lively young man who knew his business and was keen to learn more, questioning me eagerly about the great battles of the war and so forth. He talked just as enthusiastically of his young wife Frances, and his hopes for a reunion with her once the long-delayed peace was signed. But all the while, even as I smiled at his infectious good humour, I was assessing what I saw around me. Without more men, it was clear that nothing more could be done to expedite the construction of the batteries; and if anything, even fewer seemed to be at work on the matching earthwork on the other side of the channel. Lanherne’s crew could not be ordered to the duty unless the order to sink blockships downstream was countermanded, which would have to await clarification from the dockyard. A little after nine, we had our first sight of a fairly large man-of-war, coming upriver on the flood tide, and although a few of the more credulous Scots convinced themselves it was the vanguard of the Dutch attack, Lanherne swiftly cast his expert eye over it and proclaimed it to be the Unity, fifty guns, the sometime Sheerness guardship, now clearly redundant in that role. The Unity dropped anchor a little way before the chain, broadside on, yet another floating battery to guard the river.

I saw Francis down by the waterside, and when Archie Douglas went to see to his men’s victualling, I walked down to where he stood.

‘Well, Francis?’ I said. ‘How do you rate our defences?’

Man of God he might have been, but Francis Gale had served through the civil wars, and experienced artillery bombardments many times. He was in the garrison on the receiving end of one of the most ferocious of all, and bore a very personal and dreadful witness to the outcome of that particular siege, the infamous attack on Drogheda.

He was silent for a moment, as though lost in thought.

‘I compare this to what we saw at Sheerness and the Buoy of the Nore, Matthew. All those ships, all those men. Then I redouble my prayers. For all depends on the chain, does it not?’

‘Likely so, Francis. We can sink more blockships, and position more batteries, but if the chain fails…’

‘If the chain fails, then we would do well to remember the Book of Revelations. Chapter Twenty, Verse One. You recall it, Matt?’

I recalled it: Revelation, the strangest, most terrifying, most fascinating book in the Bible, made an indelible impression even on the most feckless young pupil of the scriptures.

And I saw an angel come down from heaven, having the key of the bottomless pit and a great chain in his hand.

Francis was right, just as Saint John the Divine was right. This particular chain, weighed in the angel’s hand, would consign either England or the Dutch to the bottomless pit of defeat.




Chapter Four


The state affairs thus marshall’d, for the rest,

Monck in his shirt against the Dutch is press’d.

Often, dear Painter, have I sat and mus’d

Why he should still b’on all adventures us’d…

Whether his valour they so much admire,

Or that for cowardice they all retire,

As Heav’n in storms, they call, in gusts of state

On Monck and Parliament, yet both do hate.

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



A skiff took us upstream, past the still-stationary Royal Charles in four fathoms’ water in Sovereign’s Reach, then past Upnor Castle and the other great ships in Chatham Reach. I looked with a particular fondness on the Royal Sceptre. As we passed under her starboard quarter, her watch-on-deck recognised me, and called to the rail old Burdett, the veteran master gunner who had served under me in several fights. Burdett was a dependable, competent man. If only every ship in the Medway had such a man in charge of its defence, I thought; but what I had seen of the slovenliness of the guardships and the likes of the Royal Oak suggested otherwise. Burdett raised a hand in salutation, and Francis, Musk and I returned the gesture.

We secured to the wharf alongside the mast house in the newer, more northerly, part of the dockyard, went ashore, and looked about in astonishment.

‘Perhaps it’s a sudden plague,’ said Musk, ‘or an escaped beast that has devoured the entire workforce.’

For the entire dockyard, in both its old and new parts, was nearly empty. The colossal enterprise, one of the wonders of England, should have been full of men. But the swing cranes were immobile. The deal yard, directly ahead of us, was empty, as were the sawpits and the pitch house. The smithy was silent. All the way across to the ropewalk, no sign of life could be seen. Men should have been everywhere, doing a great many things; and in my opinion, one of the principal tasks should have been putting guns into the decrepit hull lying in the old single dock to our right. Despite her age and unsuitability for further sea service, the ancient ship could still have done her duty as an additional battery to defend the yard.

‘Not taken her to pieces yet, then,’ said Musk. ‘Maybe she’ll survive us all, and outlive another three generations of Quintons.’

I felt a very personal sense of sadness at the sight before us. This was the Merhonour, the century-old vessel that had carried my grandfather into battle against the Invincible Armada and myself into battle against the Dutch at Lowestoft, two years before. She was laid up in dock while the king and his brother argued over whether she should be refitted for yet more years of service to the crown of England, or broken up where she lay. But all of that was academic now. The Merhonour should be being made ready to face her last and most important battle, not lying empty, eerie and dark in a dry dock.

And that was when the sadness turned to anger.



The dockyard commissioner’s house stood upon the hill overlooking the ropery and storehouses, and was thus known, with the perspicacity characteristic of Kentish men, as the Hill House. There was activity here, all right: a few dozen dockyard men milled around, exchanging wary glances with the red-uniformed guards at the door. And there was another group of men a little further away: a group of infinitely better dressed men, all of them very young. I recognised one of them at once, just as he recognised me.

‘Cousin Matthew!’ cried Ves Thornavon, waving as he walked toward me. ‘Well met, Sir Matthew Quinton!’

‘My Lord! What brings you to Chatham?’

‘Not just me, Matt. Yonder stands the Earl of Helmsley’s heir, there the son of a Swedish duke, no less. Back in the taverns of Rochester drink three goodly youths who are already peers in their own right, like me, and a small host of lads from good gentry stock. Candia can wait. The war is here, coz, and every young man of good birth in England should be here too, to defend our country against the butterbox invaders!’

The young man’s enthusiasm was infectious, and I could only nod in agreement.

‘A noble sentiment, Ves. And where are you to be stationed?’

His face became grave.

‘That’s why we’re here, Matt. As yet, we have no orders. We hope for an interview with His Grace of Albemarle, to convince him of our will to fight, and to request that he place us in the front line of the battle to come.’

I thought of the campaigns we had fought at sea in each of the last two summers, and how the ships of our fleet – my own included – had been pestered with hordes of noblemen, gentry and courtiers, who did little but fill up space that could have been more usefully employed. My own particular cross came in the shape of John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, poet and libertine, who even brought an infernal monkey to sea with him.

I rarely saw eye to eye with George Monck, Duke of Albemarle, on any matter under the sun, but on this, of the utility of Ves Thornavon and his friends, I suspected that His Grace and I would be as one. And I did not envy our captain-general the task of somehow finding a tactful way of employing the horde of young volunteers where they could do the least damage, without offending their fathers, uncles and cousins, who numbered among their ranks some of the most influential men in England.

I wished Ves well in his ambition, then went up to the door of the Hill House and demanded admittance. Leaving Francis and Musk outside in my young cousin’s company, I went inside.

‘The dockyard is my responsibility,’ a familiar voice was shouting, ‘and I will answer only to the king and His Royal Highness for it!’

‘Oh, you’ll answer, Pett, that’s for certain,’ snapped a second, equally familiar, voice. ‘And in the first instance, you’ll answer for using the dockyard boats to carry your own goods to safety—’

‘Your Grace,’ said yet a third, this one more emollient than the others, ‘this is not the time for recrimination—’

I entered the room, and all three men present fell silent.

‘Sir Matthew,’ said the emollient man. ‘You are most welcome. And your arrival is, I think, most timely. A fresh perspective, as it were.’

I bowed to William, Viscount Brouncker, a handsome, black-browed fellow who was at once a commissioner of the navy and a stalwart of the Royal Society, which meant he was well acquainted with my singular uncle Tristram, both men being of a scientific disposition.

The man to his right, a narrow-faced fellow who was scarlet cheeked with indignation, merely nodded a perfunctory welcome.

‘Commissioner Pett,’ I said.

I turned to the third man, a vast, wheezing old creature with tired eyes and a bad moustache. He was unremarkable, and could easily have been taken for one of the old soldiers who haunted every inn in the land, devouring chops and ale, bemoaning the modern times, and counting the days until their last breaths. Or rather, he would have been unremarkable but for the utterly inappropriate sash he had chosen to wear over his scruffy, stained tunic jacket: a sash that bore a Garter star.

I inclined my head toward George Monck, Duke of Albemarle.

‘Your Grace.’

‘Quinton. God alone knows what you think you can do here, man.’

Despite spending many years fighting across the lengths and breadths of Europe and the British kingdoms, the duke’s voice still amply betrayed his Devon roots.

‘I can wield a pistol and a sword as well as any, Your Grace. I also bear news from the king and Prince Rupert, who are busy sinking ships about Blackwall and Woolwich. And perhaps, as My Lord Brouncker says, I can bring a little perspective?’

‘We don’t need perspective, Quinton. What we need are men – the men of this dockyard, who have abandoned it, and above all men of the army, who are still no nearer than Gravesend. Not the baby-lords who flood in with every hour, but real men who know one end of a gun from another. And we need tools and weapons, but this – this cawbaby—’ he stabbed a stubby finger at Pett – ‘this creature refuses to unlock his storehouses.’

‘Without proper warrant from the Lord High Admiral—’ cried Pett.

‘Proper warrant? Do you think the Dutch are coming up the river with a proper warrant, man?’

The old general’s face was turning puce, and I knew well enough to stay silent when George Monck’s cheeks turned that colour. Brouncker, though, evidently fancied his diplomatic skills.

‘Your Grace, I’m sure what the commissioner means—’

‘I know damn well what he means, My Lord. What he means is that he thinks this dockyard’s his private property, and that he can horde and embezzle whatever he likes from it, as all his Pett ancestors have done for a century before him.’ Pett made to speak, but Albemarle pressed on relentlessly. ‘So let us cut to the quick, Commissioner Pett. I am the captain-general of the army of this kingdom. This kingdom is being invaded. The Dutch flag flies over Sheerness, in case you hadn’t heard.’ The duke paused, took three or four deep breaths, and resumed. ‘His Majesty has given me direct orders to defend this river, this dockyard, and the entire nation beyond it. So, Commissioner, I’ll be willing to wager with you that His Majesty will absolve his captain-general if I declare martial law across the whole of Kent, here and now. And under martial law, my first order will be for you to be taken outside, put against a wall, and shot to death by my musketeers, which will be a merciful fate for such a snivelling ingrate as yourself. I’ll tell you this too, Commissioner Pett – the king will absolve me for it. And you know why, Commissioner Pett? Because he owes me his crown. What does he owe you, Commissioner Pett?’

The old man had to lean on a table, and breathed very hard. But he had hit his target. Peter Pett turned very pale, and swayed slightly on his feet. For my part, I was trying not to smile. Oh, I hated the Duke of Albemarle, and he hated me; but there and then, what England needed above all was a man capable of decisive action, and for all his faults, that was what the sometime General George Monck was.

‘I take it that we have agreement, then?’ said Brouncker, with some understatement. Pett nodded his head, although it might have been an involuntary shiver. ‘So, the commissioner is to see to the opening of the storehouses, and to the immediate recall of the dockyard men. Also, three ships to be sunk this side of the chain upon the next tide, the ships to be of the commissioner’s choosing.’

An almost inaudible pair of words emerged from Pett’s mouth.

‘What was that?’ snapped Albemarle.

‘Sancta Maria,’ said Pett.

‘Turned papist, have we?’

‘Sancta Maria and Marmaduke. Also the Norway Merchant. The most suitable vessels to be sunk as blockships, Your Grace.’

‘Well, then, Commissioner, get to it, man!’

Peter Pett recovered himself a little, and inclined his head. ‘As you say, Your Grace.’

‘Your Grace,’ I said, ‘My Lord, Commissioner. Has consideration been given to mounting the larboard battery of the Merhonour? If she was floated, she would be a formidable defence for the yard—’

Albemarle raised his grossly swollen hand.

‘A fair scheme, Quinton,’ he said, in a rare moment of concurrence with the sort of young gentleman captain that he detested. ‘A fair scheme if we had a week. But as it is, we only have hours, and don’t have enough guns in the ships that are afloat, at least until the guns I’ve ordered from Gravesend get here. And in any case, we can’t spare the men you’d need to open the dock gates. No, Sir Matthew, the Merhonour has fought her last battle.’



After exchanging brief pleasantries with Lord Brouncker, I went back down into the dockyard. At last, there was some activity; more men were beginning to appear, and some of Pett’s subordinate officers were preparing to ride out into the town, and up to Rochester, to round up more. The sun was sinking in the west, far beyond London. It would be a busy night for some; but I knew my work would not begin until the next day.

‘Want me to arrange a room for the night, Sir Matthew?’ asked Musk.

‘I imagine Lord Thornavon and his friends have occupied every room in every tavern in Chatham town,’ I said, ‘and in Rochester too.’

Musk sniffed, and seemed to be sharing a private joke with himself.

‘I’m sure your noble cousin’s friends will be amenable to persuasion, Sir Matthew.’

‘Musk, not even you can use force on the sons of peers of the realm – on some, indeed, who are peers of the realm already. No, I know where I’ll make my bed tonight.’

And with that, I strode off toward the dry dock, and the venerable, empty hull that it contained.

If the Merhonour really had fought her last battle, I saw no reason why she should not be home to a Quinton for one last time. Musk complained, again pointing out the manifold advantages of the inns in Chatham town, but I insisted. Reluctantly, he went off, returning some half an hour later with three blankets. I did not enquire where or how he had obtained them, but wondered if one of the dockyard officers’ maids was already taking a beating for neglect, thievery, or both. As it was, I laid the blanket on the deck of the great cabin where both my grandfather and I had slept in our times, with Musk and Francis dividing the steerage between them. I fell asleep almost immediately, despite all the noise of the dockyard, but just before I did so, I dreamed – or, perhaps, did not entirely dream – that old Earl Matthew’s voice spoke to me.

‘The Dutch in the Medway. The Dutch. The fucking Dutch. Oh England, how far thou art fallen.’

I can have slept no more than an hour or two before I was aware of Francis shaking me.

‘The Dutch, Matthew.’ Just for one fleeting, waking moment, I wondered if Francis and my grandfather had somehow merged into one and the same person, part corporeal, part ethereal. ‘The Dutch are coming up the river. They’re coming for Chatham.’




Chapter Five


Ruyter the while, that had our ocean curb’d,

Sail’d now among our rivers undisturb’d,

Survey’d their crystal streams and banks so green

And beauties ere this never naked seen…

His sporting navy all about him swim

And witness their complacence in the trim.

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



We joined a steady stream of men marching north-east toward the chain, across the neck of the marshy peninsula called Saint Mary’s Island, and then past Gillingham village. There were dockyard men, seamen, militiamen, and soldiers, all mingled together. But this was no formidable legion. For every man who bore a look of grim determination to repel the invader, there were two whose eyes kept darting hither and thither, looking for a way to escape without running the risk of being shot by their fellows. And while many of the throng were armed with muskets – even Musk had purloined one, from God knew where – it was clear as we reached the eastern winding house of the chain, directly across the river from where we had met Lanherne and Archie Douglas on the previous day, that rather more powerful weapons would be needed.

From up ahead came the sound of gunfire, and as we got nearer, I could see three Dutch frigates lying in Gillingham Reach, not far downstream from the chain. Behind them lay four yachts, brim-full of soldiers, and two fireships. Pennants and ensigns streamed from all of them, flying proud in the north-easterly that was enabling them to come upriver with such ease. Most ominous of all was the plain red flag that flew from their foremasts: the bloody flag, the sign of a ship intent on a fight to the finish. The frigates were trading fire with our guardships, now reinforced by the Unity, outwith the chain, and with the hastily erected batteries. We could now clearly see the flashes as the guns of the Dutch warships fired, followed by the blasts of their cannon fire and the clouds of powder smoke wafting toward us.

I spied Archie Douglas, whose men were in position all around the eastern battery and the chain mechanism. Although the Dutch ships were well out of the range of musket fire, the simple presence of these red-coated figures might discourage any attempt by the enemy to land their soldiers in an endeavour to seize control of the chain from landward.

‘Captain Douglas!’ I cried.

A thunderous broadside from the Monmouth delayed his reply.

‘Well met, Sir Matthew!’

‘Do we prosper, Captain?’

‘Aye, thus far we do. The Dutch don’t have the firepower for a frontal assault. Besides, it’s hard to see what they expect to achieve. Even if they come up as far as it, they won’t be able to get through the chain—’

Another broadside, albeit a more ragged one fired by the Unity, ahead of us. The acrid smoke blew back over us upon the east wind that had brought the Dutch into the Thames. Archie Douglas, who must have been less familiar with large cannon than I, coughed and wiped his eyes.

‘Best not to tempt fate, Captain,’ I said. ‘They seem mightily determined, if this is simply intended to be a show of bravado.’

Now our battery opened up, but its fire was ragged. No man seemed to be in command of the disparate gun crews manning the eight pieces of ordnance – old sakers, by the looks of them.

‘You’re not commanding the guns?’ I said to Archie Douglas.

He shook his head.

‘Not an artilleryman, Sir Matthew. None of my men are. Don’t think there’s a gun captain along this entire shore.’

‘I think we should rectify that,’ I said, and strode over to the battery to take command.

Now, if truth be told, I was no gun captain, either. I knew only the most rudimentary elements of that dark and intricate science, the master gunner’s craft. But I had served with outstanding gunners in my time, and had often given the order to open fire, so I had a fair idea of what these guns should be doing. Besides, I had two able lieutenants who had the knack of bending men to their, and my, will: Francis Gale by invoking the wrath and mercy of Our Lord, as appropriate, and Phineas Musk by virtue of simply being Phineas Musk.

And so we set to.



For an hour or more, I directed the fire of the battery, and bawled encouragement to my men – for they were my men now, as much as my faithful Cornishmen ever had been. I knew Lanherne would be doing the same in the matching battery on the other side of the channel, wishing he had the likes of Polzeath, Tremar and Treninnick with him, but doing his best with the men he had.

‘That’s it, boys! For King Charles and Saint George, show ’em what Englishmen can do! Send Meinheer de Witt packing, all the way back to the whorehouses of Dordrecht!’

Francis strode up and down, praying and exhorting in turn, while Musk simply stood at the side of the battery, giving the evil eye to any gunner who seemed to be backsliding.

My guns were easier to train than those on the guardships, so we could react more quickly. This was demonstrated when one of the Dutch fireships edged forward, making as though he intended to approach the chain.

‘Third and fourth sakers!’ I cried. The crews of the two guns turned toward me. ‘Haul them here! To me!’

I ran to a new, more northerly position on the earth rampart, and stood there as a marker while the crews hauled on their tackle, bringing the guns up to their new positions. The ground was so soft that we had to lay planks under the carriages, but the planking was thin stuff, all that the dockyard claimed it could spare, and often broke. Nevertheless, the men steadied the carriages, the gun captains assessed range and elevation, and the familiar ritual of readying the shot, wadding and powder began again. At last, the guns were ready, and the two gun captains nodded to me.

‘Give fire!’ I shouted, and the two repositioned sakers thundered once more.

I saw waterspouts rise barely feet ahead of the fireship’s bow as our shot plunged into the Medway. The Dutchman veered a little way to starboard, but the manoeuvre simply brought her within the range of the Charles V, which fired an emphatic broadside. Over in the battery at the western end of the chain, Lanherne, too, had shifted some of his guns, and brought them to bear on the Dutch ship well before it could get near the chain. The fireship’s courses were suddenly furled, most of the headway came off her, and she turned to the north-west, running into the channel between the muddy islands off the Cockham bank.

‘Sensible fellow,’ said Francis, ‘discretion, as always, being the better part of valour.’

‘I doubt if we can depend on all butterbox skippers being sensible and discreet, Francis. But perhaps you could offer up a few prayers to that effect?’

Through all this time, it seemed as though our defences would hold, that our ships and the dockyard would be safe, and that the Dutch assault would fail. Behind us, to my left, two of the large blockships that were ordered into position during Albemarle’s fraught meeting with Pett were settling slowly into the channel, although the third – the Sancta Maria, as I later learned – had run aground on the Hoo shore. Even so, it looked as though the additional insurance of the blockships would prove unnecessary, for the batteries and the guardships seemed to be sufficient deterrent—

‘There, Sir Matthew!’ cried Archie Douglas, pointing suddenly to the north-east.

I jumped up onto the earth rampart once again, and looked beyond the stern of the Unity toward the great bend in the river, where the Medway came out of Long Reach into Darnet Reach and then Gillingham Reach. Mastheads were visible above the mudbanks of Hoo island – many mastheads. A bowsprit was emerging into the Reach, then the bow, then the foremast, of a large frigate. All around me, cannon fell silent, and men stared and pointed, as the sight became more dreadful with every passing moment.

The Dutch force before the chain, which we had successfully held off all this time, was but the precursor, the vanguard, to the powerful squadron now sailing upriver on the east wind and the flood tide. A squadron sailing in line ahead. A squadron of up to a dozen men-of-war and frigates, mostly mounting some thirty to fifty guns apiece, carrying God alone knew how many men, along with yet more fireships. All flew the bloody flag and the ensigns of the Maas and Amsterdam admiralties, the two most ferociously loyal to the republican cause and the de Witt brothers. One of the Amsterdammers, though, was a great ship mounting at least sixty guns; that the Dutch should dare to bring something so large up a river they did not know could only bode ill. The sight planted a suspicion in my mind: a dark, terrible, almost impossible suspicion.

‘The hogen mogens seem mighty purposeful today,’ I said.

At first, though, nothing changed.

Francis Gale, shirt open, chest filthy from gunpowder, took a deep draught from a flask of ale, and nodded toward the Dutch.

‘We are as a swordsman on a castle stair, Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘There may be many of the enemy, but only one of them can come against us at a time.’

It was true enough: formidable the Dutch might have seemed, but the Medway was too narrow for them to present anything more than the batteries of the two or three leading ships to our defences.

‘Then God willing,’ I said, ‘they’ll lie there a tide or two, for pride’s sake, and then they’ll turn around and go home.’

Indeed, for perhaps as long as two hours, it looked as though the Dutch did not know what to do. We could see longboats going back and forth between individual ships and the large frigate at the centre of their line, the one which bore the command flag. The tide would be turning soon, and for all the Dutch knew, entire regiments of royal guards, along with a vast artillery train, could be approaching Upnor from the west, and might arrive at any moment. Any sensible commander, seeing the impossibility of proceeding any further, would surely take advantage of the ebb to beat back against the wind and regain the open sea.

Such was my folly.

The issue of the enemy’s deliberations swiftly became apparent. A thirty-four gun frigate bearing the Rotterdam colours began to move up from the rear of the line, overtaking each of her fellows in turn. Then, when she reached the original ships in the vanguard, she put her helm sharply to larboard, and steered directly for the Unity.

‘Give fire!’ I ordered, unable to believe what I was seeing.

Our battery roared out, but it was our last broadside against this bold fellow, for in what seemed like a matter of only moments his hull was largely hidden behind that of the Unity. The guardships within the chain kept up their fire, but as the Dutchman’s bow guns blazed away, the response from the Unity was ragged, with barely a half-dozen guns firing a pitiful excuse for a broadside. It was her only resistance.

‘Look at them!’ cried Musk, pointing at the guardship. ‘Just look at the cravens!’

The Unity’s men were abandoning ship. Those who could swim jumped from the upper deck into the muddy waters of the Medway. Others clambered down into her longboat, secured to her lee side, and rowed for the shore. And in short order, another party of men was on deck. Only these were Dutchmen, and they were levelling muskets at a shore battery which was now within their range. At us.

‘Turn the guns!’ I ordered. ‘Unity’s their prize!’

The first enemy musket balls struck the rampart, kicking up little clouds of dust. Two of the gunners, seemingly unaware of the new danger, showed themselves too clearly above the parapet. One took a ball to the forehead, which split off a part of his skull, and he fell dead over his gun. The other was shot in the thigh, and staggered back toward me.

‘A surgeon! I’m shot to death without a surgeon! Save me, sir, save me!’

‘We have no surgeon! Bind your wound, man, take a bottle of brandywine from the victuals, and cease your shouting!’

Now Archie Douglas and his men came into their own. The young Scot barked orders, and his soldiers retired within the earth bulwark, loaded their muskets, rested their elbows on the rampart, and opened fire on the men on the upper deck of the Unity. They were joined by a distinctly unlikely musketeer, Phineas Musk, who aimed, fired and reloaded with the precision of the best of them; his skill as a shot was one of the round old man’s least expected attributes, but it had served both him and me in good stead on several previous occasions.

Finally, the sakers were facing the hull of what until a few minutes before had been His Majesty’s Ship the Unity.

‘Point blank, my lads!’ I cried. ‘Let’s make her English again before the noonday bell! Give fire!’

The sakers sent forth their fiery spittle, the recoil of the carriages shaking the earth beneath my feet. At least two of them must have penetrated the Unity’s hull; I saw great wood splinters flying away from her side, and heard the screams of maimed Dutchmen. My gunners were sponging their barrels ready for another salvo when I noticed a sight more dreadful yet than the capture of our ship.

Following in the wake of the Dutch frigate were two fireships, sailing directly for the chain.



‘Give fire!’ I cried again.

My sakers fired on the lead fireship, which was now clear of the obstructing bulk of the Unity. We were very nearly at point blank, and our shot was causing fearful damage to the fireship’s fragile hull. The force of our cannonade, and those of the guardships within the chain, gave pause to the Dutch captain – or else his helmsman was dead or wounded, and it took a moment to restore command over the ship. In either event, her bow veered off to starboard, as though she was about to come about, but then she resumed the original course, directly for the chain.

‘Keep up your fire, lads!’ cried Francis, both to my gunners and Archie Douglas’s musketeers. ‘Remember the Good Book, in the words of Leviticus! “And ye shall chase your enemies, and they shall fall before you by the sword. And five of you shall chase an hundred, and an hundred of you shall put ten thousand to flight: and your enemies shall fall before you by the sword.” Or your cannon, I say, or your muskets! To your work, boys!’

My guns fired again, the soldiers seconding them with a sharp volley. It was enough for the Dutch crew. I could see them scuttling down into their longboat, as was the way of fireship crews when they had set their fuses and were about to fire their target.

But their abandoned vessel was still set on its course, and still had a fair amount of momentum, carried inexorably forward by the wind and the flooding tide. Its bow struck the chain – I saw the great links tauten, and heard the groaning of the iron – but the mighty barrier held firm. With both its headway and its crew gone, the fireship began to turn stern on to the Hoo shore, and to drift across the channel. Then, thanks either to our bombardment or to the deliberate act of her crew before abandoning her, flames began to lick from the upper deck. The combustible material packing the hull must have ignited. Within a very few minutes, the hull was ablaze from stem to stern, the heat strong enough to warm those of us on the bank.

Yet there was no respite.

‘Yonder, Matt!’ cried Francis. ‘They’re not finished yet, damn them!’

The second fireship was spreading all the sail she could muster. Once again our guardships and batteries gave her all they could, and once she was within range, Archie Douglas’s soldiers peppered her decks with musket shot. But this captain, whoever he might have been, was evidently made of sterner stuff than his predecessor. There was no hesitation, no attempt to abandon ship. He was steering directly for the chain.

In the seconds before impact, I heard a voice from the deck of the fireship. At first, I could not believe my ears: it was an English voice, shouting to the Englishmen on the bank. I could see the fellow – a brazen, laughing rogue, clinging to the mainmast shrouds. He was ignoring the shot raining about him, as if he led a charmed life. And I could certainly hear his words.

‘I used to fight for tickets! Now I fight for dollars! I, Joel Wyke, who served in the Naseby as was, over yonder! Mark my name and my case, stout English lads, then rise up against the whore-mastering tyrant Charles Stuart! Long live the good old cause! Long live the republic!’

Musk took a steady aim and fired. But even he missed the traitor, who was waving manically at all around him.

‘He’s a dead man walking,’ said Musk. ‘Joel Wyke. An uncommon name, that. A name that’ll be easy to find. If Joel Wyke doesn’t fall this day, Lord Percival will do for him. I’ll make sure of it.’

Now, in that moment, my dark suspicion was confirmed, and it was sickeningly clear why the Dutch were able to navigate the tortuous channels of the Medway with such confidence. I knew many of our men had fled across the North Sea over the winter, having finally lost faith in a king and Navy Board that ‘paid’ them in tickets – credit notes which could be drawn upon the royal exchequer if and when, more likely if, that noble institution had the money to redeem them. But not even in my direst nightmares had I imagined that Englishmen would sell their country so cheap as to steer its deadliest enemies straight into the heart of a royal dockyard.

What happened next had a terrible inevitability. It was like one of those strange ballets to which the French are much addicted, and which I often saw performed at Versailles: the ones where the dancers move as slowly as they can, creating the illusion that time itself has slowed almost to a stop.

The Dutch ship continued to come on. She needed no helmsman now, other, perhaps, than a satanic one.

The fireship struck the chain. There was a great roaring sound, as though a sea monster was rising from the depths of the Medway. I saw the links on my side of the river pull taut. Metal groaned against metal. For a moment, as we kept up a relentless fire, it seemed as though the Dutch ship was stationary, and destined to remain so. But then, quite suddenly, the chain went slack, and the fireship continued forward, regaining her headway.

Hell had come to England, for the Dutch were through the chain.



I learned soon enough – as did all of England – that the captain responsible for this stunning exploit was a fellow of about my own age, a Rotterdammer named Jan van Brakel.

I encountered van Brakel several times during my life, but only once did I talk to him of Chatham, and hear his own account of his part in it. This was the first time I ever met him, which was in Amsterdam, in the autumn of 1677, when I was visiting the city upon both my own affairs and those of my king. I took a fancy to visiting the Old Church, and was inspecting the memorials in the latter to some of my old foes – van der Hulst, van der Zaan, and the like – when I became aware of several nearby Dutchmen pointing at me and murmuring behind their hands. I suspected robbers, girding themselves to waylay me once I left the building, but one of them, a sturdy fellow with a firm expression and a remarkably long black wig, strode up to me and introduced himself, in broken English, as Jan van Brakel. We exchanged compliments, and then he offered to take me on a tour of inspection of the Amsterdam Admiralty’s shipyards and arsenal. It was too good an offer to refuse, and within an hour I was accompanying him through the yard, expressing my unfeigned admiration for the lines of the great ships taking form upon the slipways, albeit the wrong way round compared to our English shipyards – for some perverse reason, the Dutch have always launched bow first, a thing clearly against all the laws of God, nature, and plain common sense.

At length, I turned the subject to Chatham. He seemed reluctant to talk of it, perhaps concerned that it might be too painful for an Englishman to recall, but I convinced him otherwise.

‘The strange thing about what happened at Chatham,’ he said, ‘is that it was all caused by a few sheep.’

‘Sheep, captain?’

‘Sheep. I was one of the captains who took my ship against your Sheerness fort, you see. A hard fight, if a short one – if you’d only had a few more men and guns there, just a very few more… But anyway, I reckons that after such a business, my men deserve a little recreation. No more than an hour or two, mind. But I’d reckoned without some of the sorts I had in my crew. Oh, my Rotterdammers were fine fellows, disciplined fellows. But like all Dutch crews, we had a cohort of others. Norwegians, Irish, Germans, even a few Scots and English. After a while, you forget that – your crew becomes a nation all of its own, its citizens loyal only to their own kind.’ I nodded; the phenomenon was entirely familiar to me. ‘But once ashore, men revert to type, that they do. And the foreigners – they looted taverns, got drunk, started breaking into houses, then stole a few sheep. By the time I’d rounded them all up and got them back aboard the Vrede, the country people were in a fury, crying out against Dutch rapists and murderers.’

‘A common enough difficulty with unruly crews,’ I said.

I thought back to my old Cornish following. From time to time, whispers of some of their doings ashore had reached my ears. In such a circumstance, a captain has two choices. He can either follow up every accusation, interrogate every alleged wrongdoer, and pursue reparation; or he can feign deafness, and pray that the chorus of indignation from outraged landlubbers does not grow so loud that it leads him to the gallows. In 1677, I remained very much alive, as I do now, more than half a century later, by which I conclude that either I was markedly lucky, or else my men, by means of which I still have no desire to learn, found sufficient ways of silencing the potentially outraged.

‘Which would have been Admiral de Ruyter’s way of thinking, if it was left to him alone,’ said van Brakel. ‘But, of course, he had Meinheer de Witt with him. And Meinheer de Witt had orders from his brother that we were to treat English lives and English property with rather more respect than they showed to ours during the Fury.’

I kept silent. I did not know whether van Brakel knew I had been one of the leaders of the attack on the Vlie and Terschelling that the Dutch called the English Fury; besides, my conscience had never entirely come to terms with what we did that day.

‘So because of a few sheep,’ said van Brakel, ‘I was taken out of my ship and placed under arrest aboard the Agatha.’

‘Harsh,’ I replied, ‘but then, I met your Meinheer de Witt. In fact, I met him very, very soon afterwards.’

‘Then you’ll know what a humourless prig he was, although I suppose we shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.’

We continued on through the yard, which took up much of the Kattenberg island. The familiar dockyard smells of pitch, tar and new timber, and the sounds of sawing and hammering, put me even more in mind of Chatham. Shipwrights and scavel-men alike looked at us curiously as we passed, although a few recognised van Brakel, and either saluted or nodded respectfully.

‘So there I am,’ my host said, ‘confined below decks, with the entire squadron in line ahead edging up the Medway. And I hear the word coming down from the officers of the ship I was on, of how the English had all these guardships moored broadside on, and these batteries ashore, and how the chain looked impregnable, and I think, “Now or never, Jan, mijn jongen.” So I requests an interview with van Ghent, and offers to take the Vrede up to the chain to draw the fire of all the batteries, which would give some of the fireships a chance to sail at the chain to see if we could break it or somehow ride over it. Van Ghent looks at me as though I’m a lunatic – or more likely a dead man, as that’s what I reckoned I’d soon be, too. But he gave me back my command, and I brought her up the channel.’

I remembered the sight of the solitary Dutch ship, the Vrede, coming up from the rear of the enemy squadron, passing all of her fellows as she picked up speed and moved toward the chain.

‘And then, of course, the first of your guardships—’

‘The Unity,’ I said.

‘Well, I reckon my grandmother and some of her friends could have put up a better resistance. The men were already abandoning her before we fired a single shot. Came up to her, grappled, boarded – never taken an easier prize in my life. So there we were, right up by the chain, and the fireships had a clear run. You know the rest. It was the Pro Patria that did the business, with van Rijn in command – steers straight for it, covered by my guns, and breaks it.’

We were by the last of the slipways, close to the huge, white, stone building which contained the arsenal of the Amsterdam Admiralty. No English dockyard contained such a fine structure, nor had all the requirements for its fleet laid out in such methodical order as the Dutch did, there on Kattenburg island. On the next island stood an even larger building, the vast new magazine of the Dutch East India Company, adjacent to their own wharves and slipways. I looked across to the south, past the tightly packed shipping to the wharf-side cranes, watchtowers, churches, and tall, thin, proud houses, of the bustling city of Amsterdam, just across the channel. The whole scene spoke of a people with purpose and determination: the sort of people who could perform the sort of miracles they had achieved at Chatham.

Even so, I was honour-bound to defend my native land.

‘In England,’ I said, ‘we prefer to believe that the chain sank under its own weight – that the float supporting it in the middle gave way.’

Van Brakel smiled. Without a word, he led me over to the other side of the yard, where a number of smaller, open slipways faced the open waters of the Dutch inland sea. A couple of small warships were hauled up on these for repair or careening. He led me toward the further hull, which was partly concealed behind the nearer. As we walked out into the open, close by the vessel’s stern, it was clear that this was an old fireship.

‘The very vessel,’ he said. ‘Behold, the Pro Patria.’

We walked down the side of the hull, toward the water’s edge. But as we approached the bow, I noticed something unusual about the keel: something very unusual indeed. The keel at the bow was strengthened with iron. Now, I had seen such a feature before, notably on a few galleys in the Mediterranean, but nothing like this. The keel of the Pro Patria had teeth: rasping teeth.

‘I was there, sir, as I told you,’ I said. ‘I was at the battery next to the chain. I saw its movement. Yes, your ship, here, had the advantage of wind, tide and momentum. But if it broke the chain at all, it couldn’t have done so by rasping its way through it. It made one pass – we both saw that, didn’t we? Just one pass.’

Van Brakel thought about the proposition for a few moments, then smiled.

‘Well, that may indeed be so. But perhaps it may be better for you English to believe that the secret keel cut the chain than to accept an eventuality even more likely than it sinking under its own weight.’

‘That being?’

‘Why, that the chain had been neglected for so long, and was so rusted and rotten, that a small boy in a rowboat could have broken it.’




Chapter Six


But when the Royal Charles (what rage, what grief!)

He saw seiz’d and could give her no relief –

That sacred keel which had, as he, restor’d

His exil’d Sov’reign on its happy board,

And thence the British Admiral became,

Crown’d, for that merit, with their master’s name;

That pleasure-boat of war, in whose dear side

Secure so oft he had this foe defi’d,

Now a cheap spoil and the mean victor’s slave,

Taught the Dutch colours from its top to wave…

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



‘No retreat!’ screamed Archie Douglas. ‘A Douglas does not retreat without order! Stand with me! No retreat!’

I could not but admire the young man’s courage and resolution, even if it was in a cause that I knew to be hopeless. Around us, though, there was rather less admiration. Men were looking at the young Scot as though he were a Bedlam-man, and I could hear the murmuring begin, the less-than-silent mouthing of those very special, select obscenities that Englishmen reserve solely for their northern neighbours.

I was torn. As a rule, Quintons, too, did not retreat; that, after all, was how my father had come to be hacked to death on Naseby field.

‘The position’s indefensible, Captain,’ I said. ‘The Dutch can outflank us easily now, and take this battery whenever they like.’

‘You go, Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘I’m content to hold my ground here, with as many or as few of the men who’ll stand with me.’

Francis Gale, who had seen more of war than both of us, was shaking his head. I looked about me. The fireship that had broken the chain was grappling to the Matthias, while yet another, which had followed in her wake, was attacking the Charles V, over on the Upnor side of the channel. On the largest and best of the guardships, the new Monmouth, all was activity, and longboats were securing alongside her. But during the breaks in the smoke from cannon and blazing fireships, I could see that these boats were not bringing reinforcements to the ship, and the activity was not directed toward the Dutch. She was about to be towed away upstream, to a place of greater safety, and when she went, the last considerable covering fire for our battery would be gone. And when she was gone, too, there would be nothing between the Dutch and the huge hull that lay between the Monmouth’s current berth and Upnor Castle: the Royal Charles.

Archie Douglas saw it too, and I sensed that if I was going to change the lad’s mind, it had to be now.

‘Our orders were to defend the chain, Captain Douglas. But the chain is gone, broken, finished. There is nothing to defend, Captain, so our orders have become redundant. No man of honour fights to the death in such a cause.’

I could see the battle raging behind the young man’s eyes.

‘And you would swear to that, Sir Matthew? Before my kinsman and colonel, Lord Douglas? Before the Duke of Albemarle? Before the king, if necessary?’

‘I would swear it,’ I said, ‘and the Reverend Gale, here, knows that I stand by my sworn oaths.’

Francis nodded.

‘Very well,’ said Archie, trying to hold back the tears in his eyes. ‘We fall back toward the dockyard.’

As we made our way south and west, we could see fires begin to blaze on both the Matthias and the Charles V. The ship that had taken the Unity – van Brakel’s Vrede, as I later learned – had moved upstream upon the favourable breeze, and was securing to the bows of the Charles V. As we watched, Dutchmen swarmed across onto our ship, and in what seemed like no time at all, the ensign at her stern and the Union at her bow came down, to a great groan from the men around me. The river was full of boats containing the men from both of our English guardships, fleeing before the inexorable Dutch advance, now shrouded in the smoke from the several huge blazes on the burning hulls in the Medway.

A little way outside the wall enclosing the new dockyard, we spied a yacht, moored close inshore, with some very familiar figures pacing its deck. I hailed a boat to take me out, and left Francis and Musk to their own devices.

‘And you, Captain Douglas?’ I said, as I waited for the yacht’s boat to make the shore.

The young Scot shrugged.

‘Best find my cousin, Lord Douglas, to see if he has new orders for me. Orders that I will not be deflected from this time, perchance.’

‘Then I wish you well, Captain. Let’s pray that we yet repel the enemy, and that you and I can share a tankard or two to toast our success.’

Archie Douglas shook my hand, and managed the best smile he could. We both knew my words were empty bravado; if we both lived to see more than another dawn or two, it would be a miracle.

‘God go with you, Sir Matthew Quinton.’

‘And with you, Captain Archie Douglas.’

He drew his sword, and brought it up in salute. I returned the gesture, then turned and stepped into the boat, which carried me out to the yacht.

Once again, the Duke of Albemarle seemed to be at the centre of an argument. But this one did not involve Peter Pett; the commissioner was standing in the bows, bellowing orders to the longboats that were passing up and down stream in steady processions, belatedly displaying some vigour and decisiveness. Rather, Lord Brouncker and Ned Spragge were remonstrating with the rotund duke, who was rubbing his hands impatiently.

‘It would be madness, Your Grace!’ cried Brouncker, more animated than I had ever seen him. ‘Suicide! And all to what purpose?’

‘The purpose, Brouncker, is honour,’ wheezed Albemarle. ‘My honour. The king’s honour. England’s honour. And if only my death will bring that honour, then so be it.’

‘Ah,’ said Spragge, ‘here’s Matt Quinton. Perhaps you’ll listen to him if you won’t listen to us, My Lord Duke.’

I very much doubted it; the notion of George Monck listening to anything I might have to say was as likely as the king taking a vow of celibacy.

‘What’s the issue here, Sir Edward?’ I asked.

But before Spragge could answer, the duke turned to face me. He was a bright shade of scarlet: a troubling condition, I thought, in one who I then perceived as being an unbelievably ancient sixty years of age. Now that I am nearly half as old again, I do not quite regard things in the same way.

‘We must defend the Royal Charles, Quinton,’ said Albemarle. ‘Defend her at all costs. The ship that brought the king back to England. His Majesty’s royal flagship. She has no more than thirty-two guns aboard her, and hardly any crew to man them in any case. She should have been towed upstream long before this, or else a stock of combustible material placed in her so she could be burned in such an emergency as this. But there we have it. She is where she is.’

I saw Spragge raise an eyebrow, and knew what he was thinking: the reason why the Royal Charles had not been towed upstream was because the duke diverted the boats earmarked for the task to tow blockships into position instead. Blockships which, as far as I could see, had not disrupted the enemy’s advance one jot or tittle. But great men, in my experience, have remarkably selective memories, which emphasise their correct decisions and swiftly suppress the more inconvenient ones; and the Duke of Albemarle was a very great man indeed.

‘Admirable sentiments, Your Grace,’ I said.

‘Excellent. Then you’ll join me, Sir Matthew.’

‘Join you?’

‘I intend to lead the defence of the Royal Charles in person. To round up every young gentleman volunteer that’s come down to Chatham these last days, and take them out to the ship. There’s a couple of hundred of them now, and all they’re doing at present is kicking their heels – your cousin Thornavon for one.’ He paused for breath. ‘The flower of English chivalry to save the Royal Charles, led by the captain-general of the kingdom. What a story for posterity, eh! What think you, Sir Matthew?’

Brouncker turned away and leaned on the starboard wale, shaking his head. Spragge said nothing. Truly, I was between Scylla and Charybdis. How does one tell the greatest commoner in England, the last of Noll Cromwell’s fabled generals, that he is nought but an old, gouty, wheezing fat man, who might perhaps have been capable of leading such a desperate forlorn hope thirty years ago, but no longer? How does one tell the realm’s greatest general that his proposed army might be well born, but that men like dear Ves Thornavon possessed the fighting abilities of dormice?

Deep in his heart, Albemarle knew it too, of course, which was why he studiously avoided meeting my eyes as he spoke. But a glorious sacrifice in a hopeless cause probably seemed like a better end for the old general than taking the blame for the disaster unfolding all around us. And he evidently believed that the notorious willingness of the Quintons to fight and, if necessary, die, in honourable but hopeless causes, would compel me to draw my sword at his side.

I tried to imagine what my father might have said in such a circumstance – what my grandfather might have said, too. While the former was always an enigma, the latter was an open book. Time for a little of both, perhaps, although God alone knew what an enigmatic open book might look like.

‘My sword is yours to command, My Lord General,’ I said. ‘A Quinton will always stand ready to fight and die in England’s cause, and what cause could be greater in this moment than to save England’s greatest ship?’

‘Excellent! Stout fellow, Quinton! You see, Spragge—’

‘But, Your Grace…’

‘But? What is this “but”?’

‘If I may venture a further thought, Your Grace?’ A grudging nod. ‘We both know the Dutch well – better than most men in England, at any rate. I lived there and have a Dutch wife, you lived and fought there for many years when a young man. So we know them for what they are. A stubborn race, but sly, and inclined to the bottle before they fight their battles.’

‘During their battles, too, as I recall,’ said Albemarle, mellowing a little as remembrance of his youth came back to him.

‘Quite so, Your Grace. And thus they are a people who do not always fight fairly. Did we not witness that ourselves, the last summer, when I had the honour of serving under your command?’

‘We did,’ said the duke. ‘Underhand and drunken – that’s the Dutch in battle for you.’

‘That being so, Your Grace, it seems to me that the last thing the Dutch will want to do is to face the flower of English gentility in fair fight, especially not when we are commanded by such a legend of war as the famous George Monck himself. Look yonder, sir. Have they fought fair with the crews of the Matthias, or the Charles V? No. They’ve fastened fireships to them, and burned them. Isn’t it likely that they’ll do the same to the Royal Charles, especially if they know you’re aboard? Why fight and lose many of their own men, when for no effort they can destroy both that great floating symbol of our King’s Majesty and the great Duke of Albemarle himself? Where is the glory, where the honour, in being burned alive by such a cowardly people, without having a chance to bloody one’s sword?’

I thanked God that Cornelia could not hear me libelling her own countrymen so violently; I would have paid for it a hundred times over. But I also thanked God that my brother loved the theatre, and had taken me to many a performance. I doubted whether even Betterton could have delivered a monologue more convincingly than the one I had just addressed to the Lord Duke.

The old general was silent for some time: an unaccustomed condition for George Monck. I wondered what thoughts were going through his head, and prayed that his long-standing dislike of me, and thus of any advice I might venture, was not outweighing the strength of the argument before him.

‘Damnation and hellfire,’ said Albemarle at last, ‘you’re right, Quinton. It would be a needless sacrifice if, as you say, the Dutch simply set fireships against us – which, I fear, they’d be bound to do. And then who would direct the defence of the dockyard, and all the ships lying above Upnor Reach? Pett, there? Ned Spragge, here? My Lord Brouncker?’

That nobleman, a scientist and dabbler, certainly no soldier, shook his head firmly. Spragge, though, ignored the duke’s barb against him, and gave me a barely perceptible nod of thanks.

‘But there’ll be just one consequence now, I fear,’ said the duke, having evidently already justified to himself his decision not to commit certain suicide by leading a hopeless defence of the moored flagship.

So it proved less than an hour afterwards. We could do nothing but watch impotently from the anchored yacht as a pair of Dutch sloops slipped alongside the hull of the Royal Charles, disgorging no more than a dozen or two men into her. A few minutes later, the ensign and Jack came down. Then, all of a sudden, I swore I could hear the shrill notes of a trumpet, coming from somewhere on the deck of the great ship.

‘You hear that?’ I said to Spragge, who was reputed a musical sort of fellow.

‘I hear it,’ he replied. ‘Woe for England that I should hear it.’

But there it was, drifting across the water, above all the din of burning ships, occasional gunfire, and the intermittent explosions of gunpowder. Perhaps the Dutch had a trumpeter who knew the tune; or perhaps it was another of our deserters, singing a triumphant song of defiance on his instrument. In either event, there was no mistaking the tune of that favourite old alehouse ballad, Joan’s Placket is Torn.



I returned ashore with Spragge, and we made our way south, back toward the dockyard. The shock of what had happened at the chain seemed finally to have roused every man to action. Over toward the western shore, south of Upnor Castle, longboats and skiffs full of rowers were towing the Royal Oak, Royal James and Loyal London into shallow water. Closer to me, other craft were manoeuvring the Royal Katherine away from Sixteen Buoy in a similar fashion, albeit with the aim of bringing her onto the eastern, Gillingham, shore of Dockyard Reach. As for my former command, the Royal Sceptre, the most southerly of the great ships moored in this stretch of the river, she was being towed further upstream, toward the other ships that lay between the old dockyard and Rochester bridge.

I watched, fascinated, as the boats around the Royal Katherine manoeuvred into new positions around the great ship, and, at the direction of her boatswain, re-secured their ropes to stanchions on the decks, as well as to all three masts. Despite the danger a few hundred yards north of us, and all the frantic, chaotic activity a few hundred yards south, there was a strange sort of peace where we stood, the waters of the Medway lapping the shore only a few feet from us. I felt calm, almost lulled, and it must have been that state which made me turn to Ned Spragge and ask him the question which emerged from somewhere within me.

‘You have children, don’t you, Ned?’

He gave me a strange look, but evidently decided to humour the madman.

‘Three,’ he said. ‘Two boys and a girl.’

He neglected to say that all of them were by his mistress, not his wife.

‘And are they a joy to you? Children are meant to be a joy to their parents, are they not?’

‘Children stink and expel liquids from every orifice, Matt. They wail and weep even more than women. They deprive a man of sleep. They are a damnable expense.’ He sighed. ‘But yes, they are a joy beyond all measure, and long after my voyage has come to its last harbour, a part of me will sail on in them, and then in their children, and their children’s children. Is it not so with your own child, Matt? A daughter, isn’t it?’

‘A daughter, yes. As you say, Ned – a joy.’

‘And that’s why we fight here, I suppose. Oh yes, the King’s Majesty has ordered it, of course, but at bottom, we fight so our children will grow up safe, in a great kingdom.’

I nodded. It was a strange moment. Naturally, I had always known that my daughter would eventually grow to womanhood: she was already so much larger and more lively than the passive lump she had been in the weeks immediately after her birth. But it was only there, on the shore of the Medway, that I consciously thought for the first time of the woman that Madeleine Quinton might grow into. Would she still be looking upon me so ambivalently when she was five, or fifteen? How would she fare in a world where women were valued principally for the pleasure they afforded to men, and where the court veritably exalted licentiousness? Who might she marry – especially if, by then, she was the daughter of an earl? Would she love me?

A few score yards away from us, out in the river, the longboats were taking the strain once more, and my attention returned to them, rather than to thoughts of my daughter. Slowly, moment by moment, the great hull of the Royal Katherine began to heel over. It was a very familiar manoeuvre: after all, I had ordered it done aboard every one of my commands. Careening brought the submerged parts of the hull above water to enable them to be cleaned, and regular cleaning kept a ship fast and manoeuvrable. But there was certainly no call for it to be done at a time of such dire emergency.

‘What are they doing here, Ned?’

‘Isn’t it obvious, Matt?’

And quite soon, it was, indeed, perfectly obvious. Drill bits burst through the Katherine’s bottom timbers, below where the waterline usually lay. In short order, the holes were enlarged by saws and hammers, no doubt being worked by shipwrights and carpenters’ crews from inside the hull. The Katherine was not much larger than my Royal Sceptre, so I had a fair idea of where the holes were being cut: close to the pumps where there was no double skin, only outside planking.

Sounds of hammering and sawing were also coming from the three ships across the river, but there was no sign of any sort of careening activity aboard them.

‘Why aren’t we sinking the Katherine in the same way as the others?’ I asked.

The Irishman smiled.

‘The master attendant’s in command over there, and he doesn’t concur with the boatswain of the Katherine on much at all. Besides, I heard there was more ballast in those three, and there’s deeper water over there, eighteen feet as against fifteen here. They should go down faster, but God knows if we’ll ever be able to get them up again. That is, if there’s anything to get up after the Dutch have finished their business.’

Men shouted from the deck of the Katherine to the longboat crews, several of whom loosed their lines and then rowed around to the other side of the great ship to repeat the same manoeuvre there. Already, on the far bank, just below Upnor Castle, the other three ships were noticeably lower in the water. God willing, the enemy would now be unable to take them as prizes; but at anything other than the height of the tide, large parts of the upperworks of all our ships would remain above water. I could see the hulls or masts of some of the ships upstream – the Triumph, Vanguard and the rest – and knew that the same was being done to them.

It was a depressing business, and as the hull of the Royal Katherine began to settle lower in the water, I knew I could watch no more.

Ned seemed to divine my thoughts.

‘That it’s come to this, eh, Matt Quinton? That the only way England has left to save its best ships is to sink them?’

With those dire words weighing on my mind, we walked back into the dockyard. Spragge was bound for a conference with Lord Douglas and the other military commanders, a conference to which I was pointedly not invited, so I went in search of Francis.

I found him in the garden of the Hill House, pointing out our and the enemy’s positions to a stout fellow clergyman of forty years or thereabouts, who sported a much younger man’s moustachio and tumbling, curling, light brown hair. He was dressed in a simple cassock and ancient Canterbury Cap; I assumed he was the rector of Chatham, or some such.

‘I’d send more men into Strood and Frindsbury as a mobile reserve on the west bank,’ I could hear the cleric say, ‘then establish smaller batteries over there, all the way down Chatham Reach, rather than concentrating them in just three or four large positions. We need a better series of crossfires, right up to Rochester bridge. What we have at the moment is a mere patchwork.’

I was impressed, for very few men of God could speak so knowledgeably of fields of fire and the like. It seemed to me that this fellow should be in Ned Spragge’s conference; after all, we had need of both some sound military sense and direct intercession with the Almighty.

‘As you say, My – Ah, here’s Sir Matthew now,’ said Francis. ‘My Lord, I have the honour to name to you Sir Matthew Quinton, the heir to Ravensden. Sir Matthew, I name to you the Right Reverend John, Lord Bishop of Rochester.’

I suspect my face was a picture of confusion, but Bishop John Dolben had an easy, open manner.

‘An honour indeed, Sir Matthew. But I take it you probably expected the Bishop of Rochester to be skulking in his palace, perhaps hiding under a table, taking Dutch courage from his stocks of communion wine?’ He and Francis laughed, and I joined in, a little nervously. ‘Well, if I speak honestly, I can think of some of my colleagues on the episcopal bench of whom that might be true. But in another life, Sir Matthew, I was Ensign Dolben, a young man with fire in his belly and no fear in his heart, carrying the king’s colours at the battle of Marston Moor – for which I received a rebel musket ball in my shoulder. Then they shattered my thigh at the siege of York, not long afterwards. I ended the war a major, all long before I was ordained. So yes, I think I can rightly claim a little knowledge of the arts of Mars and Bellona.’

‘In that case, My Lord Bishop,’ I said, ‘might you be willing to take command here?’

He gave me a look which, for just a second or two, suggested that he found the idea distinctly appealing. Then he laughed.

‘I think the days of warrior bishops are done in England, Sir Matthew, and thanks be to God that they are. Besides, just imagine what His Grace of Albemarle would say to such a proposal.’

We looked down toward the river, where our great ships had settled on the bottom. Longboats were going out to them from Upnor and the dockyard, securing alongside, and disgorging large parties of soldiers and seamen. God willing, the Dutch would be content with their existing prizes, the Royal Charles and the existing guardships, and would make no attempt so far up the river. They would have to run the gauntlet of Upnor Castle and the other batteries, let alone deal with the defenders of the scuttled hulls. A mighty risk, I thought; but just then, the Dutch acquired the sort of incentive that makes men take just such risks.

I could hear distant cheering, and knew it could only be the enemy. We all looked to the north-east. Beyond the new dockyard was an uninterrupted view to Gillingham Reach, where those Dutch ships that had not come up within the chain were still at anchor. Another of their ships, another large frigate, was coming upriver with impunity. But one thing distinguished this one from all the rest. From the main topmast flew the tricolour banner of the United Provinces of the Netherlands; and that flag, flying in that position aboard a man-of-war, could mean the presence of only one man.

‘De Ruyter himself,’ I said. ‘Come to pick over our bones, no doubt.’

‘So what they did today,’ said Bishop Dolben, ‘they accomplished without their great admiral?’

‘It seems so,’ I replied.

‘Then you and I must redouble our prayers, My Lord Bishop,’ said Francis to John Dolben, ‘because if they have achieved all this without him, just what may they do tomorrow?’

What indeed.




Chapter Seven


Each doleful day still with fresh loss returns:

The Loyal London now a third time burns.

And the true Royal Oak and Royal James,

Alli’d in fate, increase with theirs her flames.

Of all our navy none should now survive,

But that the ships themselves were taught to dive,

And the kind river in its creek them hides,

Fraughting their pierced keels with oozy tides.

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



It was a night of movement. On the Duke of Albemarle’s orders, new batteries were being thrown up all along the shore, in both the new and old dockyards, using the cannon newly come from the Tower by way of Gravesend. The scheme called for twenty-one guns to be mounted at the former, no fewer than sixty at the latter, to prevent the Dutch destroying the ropery and the ships that lay between the old yard and Rochester bridge. This was the disposition criticised so heavily by the Lord Bishop, but evidently no one had reported any dissenting opinion to the duke. Cannon were being hauled hither and thither, some by teams of horses, most by gangs of men, sweating and swearing in the hot June night. We had to take advantage of the ebb, when the Dutch were certain not to attempt anything, and then pray that the enemy did not cause too much havoc when the tide turned in the morning. I stood at the head of the double dock, bellowing commands at men who seemed not to know where they were meant to go. Every now and then, I glanced over to the empty, dark hull of the Merhonour, and wished she was out in the river, fully manned, her broadsides pouring out England’s contempt for the Dutch invaders. But as I settled down once again to allow myself an hour’s sleep in her bare great cabin, a little after two, I reflected that the corpulent duke was probably right after all. Even if we were able to refloat the Merhonour, and mount a token number of guns in the old ship’s larboard quarter, it would probably be to no avail. Her field of fire would be too limited, and any defiance from her would be bound to draw a furious counter-bombardment from the Dutch. The decrepit condition of the ancient hull would probably mean that she would swiftly be reduced to matchwood. My former command – my grandfather’s former command – deserved a better fate.

Musk shook me awake.

‘Seven of the clock, Sir Matthew! No time to be a slug-a-bed!’

‘Seven, Musk? I told you to wake me no later than dawn!’

‘Aye, Sir Matthew. And who did you set to wake me, then? Need the sleep, at my age. Mind you, the reverend’s still snoring is if he’s on a featherbed in Ravensden Abbey.’

I went up to the poop deck, took out my telescope, and surveyed the scene. As yet, the Dutch had made no move, and would not do so until the tide turned, so my tardiness in rising mattered little. All along the river, men stood at our new batteries, waiting by their guns. Across the channel, the three beached ships lay, part submerged, close to the shore. I could see soldiers in position on their decks, whiling away the time until they had to move to their stations. A familiar, elegantly attired figure stood on the quarterdeck of the half-sunken Royal Oak, evidently ordering armed men to their stations: Archie Douglas looked ready for whatever the day brought him.

Slightly upriver of the three ships lay the Royal Katherine, now fully settled into the mud of the Chatham shore, and the Royal Sceptre, still afloat in the channel. I presumed that Lanherne was back aboard the latter, preparing to defend her alongside Gunner Burdett; she, at least, was in good hands, whatever was happening in the rest of the Medway. Upriver, closer to the great grey shapes of Rochester cathedral, castle, and bridge, lay the rest of our ships, mostly the older, smaller second rates – the likes of the Triumph, Rainbow and Vanguard. But the Dutch were unlikely to threaten them without first laying waste to the more tempting target before them – the dockyard itself, with its storehouses, ropeyard, and huge stocks of pitch and tar, which would burn quite splendidly if the enemy managed to ignite them. And if they did, England’s ability to wage any sort of war would, quite literally, go up in smoke.

I spent the morning assisting Spragge in preparing the dockyard batteries, and was with Musk and Francis Gale at the northernmost of them, by the great crane, at noon, when men began to point excitedly toward the north.

‘So, then,’ said Musk, ‘here come the butterboxes.’

And, indeed, so they did: the Dutch ships were getting under sail, still upon their fateful ally the nor’-easterly breeze, and beginning their advance upriver. Our defence was no longer as supine as it had been on the previous day. Nothing, in fact, could be further from the truth, for now the righteous wrath of all England roared forth against the enemy. The battery of demi-cannon on the gun platform before Upnor Castle fired with a speed and ferocity as impressive as anything I had ever seen. So, too, did the new batteries close to the castle, one of seventeen and one of eight guns. At the limit of our range, we joined them, creating a hellish crossfire. Our men, most stripped to the waist, fired, reloaded, and fired again as though their very lives depended on it. Yet still the Dutch came on, their frigates firing from both sides to engage our batteries, their fireships sailing determinedly for our half-sunken hulls.

‘The fireships!’ I bellowed at my gun crews. ‘Concentrate on the fireships!’

But it was to no avail. God or Lucifer was with the Dutch that day, there could be no doubt of it.

The first ship to die was the Loyal London, little more than a year old. Despite the best efforts of the troops manning her upper deck, a Dutch fireship came on determinedly, grappled to her, and ignited. The flames began at the stern, on the starboard quarter, and at first were no more than a little blaze that could easily have been doused by a full crew if she were at sea. But the Loyal London had no crew at all, and her defenders had seen enough; they were already escaping into the longboats secured to larboard, and making their way to the safety of the Upnor bank. By now the great ship, built to replace the previous London after it blew up accidentally, was well ablaze, the flames billowing from her stern windows and the gun ports that remained above water. The process was then repeated at the Royal James, which put up nothing like as vigorous a defence. I wondered how the Duke of York, the king’s brother and heir to the throne would take the news that the great ship named in his honour had perished so ignominiously. That dour prince was not prone to tears, but perhaps, having just lost one of his infant sons and said to be close to losing another, he might finally be in a condition of weeping.

The Royal Oak, closer to the Upnor battery, proved a tougher target altogether. I could see the flashes of musket fire and small puffs of smoke as Archie Douglas’s Scotsmen defended this floating pride of England with all their vigour. Indeed, so ferocious was the fusillade from the Scots, and the covering fire from the cannon ashore, that the first fireship sent against the Oak bore away. But the Dutch had a seemingly endless supply of such deadly craft, and now sent in two more. At first it seemed as though Archie and his men would fight off these too, and keep the ship secure. But the enemy persisted, and at length, one of the fireship crews succeeded in grappling to their target and igniting their deadly cargo. The Royal Oak, named for the sacred tree that saved the king’s life, burned more violently than the London and the James. At last, much later than with the other two ships, longboats began to pull away from her, and men could be seen jumping from her wale to swim for the shore. Soon, the fire stretched the whole way from the stem to the stern, and the red ensign flying from the staff was ablaze. Yet there seemed to be one figure, one man outlined against the flames, who still remained aboard, waving his sword at the enemy, rallying a non-existent defence. Finally, though, the fire encompassed the whole of the deck, and there was no more sign of the man with the sword. The Royal Oak burned, its vast pall joining those from the Royal James and the Loyal London. At its thickest, the huge cloud plunged the dockyard into darkness and blotted out the sun. Several furlongs away, on the opposite bank, we could feel the heat of the burning ships on our faces.

‘A flea bite,’ said Musk, as he surveyed the terrible spectacle. ‘The Fire of London was as but a flea bite to this.’

I barely heard him. Even when the dying ships were rendered invisible by the smoke, I could not divert my eyes from where I knew them to be – where I knew the Royal Oak to be.

As always, Francis knew what was in my mind.

‘The second book of Samuel,’ he said, ‘chapter one, verse the twenty-fifth.’

‘Forgive me,’ I said, with a great sickness weighing upon my heart, ‘I have quite forgotten my Samuel.’

‘How are the mighty fallen in the midst of the battle.’

‘Amen,’ I said, ‘oh, amen, a hundred times amen.’

I bowed my head toward the flaming remains of the Royal Oak, and said a silent prayer for the soul of poor Archie Douglas. As I did so, I prayed that I was not, in some way, responsible for his death; that, in having persuaded the Scot to abandon the battery at the chain, he became more determined than ever not to desert his next position.

I could almost hear his words.

No retreat! A Douglas never retreats without order!

And no order ever went to the Royal Oak.



He became a hero after death. As is so often the way with we fickle people of the British islands, the one bright moment of heroism in the midst of disaster is seized upon, and elevated into something to make the craven mob forget the greater calamity. Andrew Marvell, that mountebank, wrote a poem about him, the effect of which was somewhat diminished by his barely concealed lust for the object of his verse – ‘his burning locks adorn his face divine’, and I know not what other sodomitical nonsense. The memory of Archie Douglas became a useful tool for those who wished to persuade the Scots that it was in their best interests to be united with England. However, it has often occurred to me that if any of those we are now supposed to call ‘North Britons’ actually devoted any thought to the matter, they might have wondered how that particular case was proved by a valiant young Scot sacrificing himself needlessly for a dissolute, bankrupt England that had no proper troops of its own to deploy in an impossible cause. An England, moreover, whose own men – those brave tars with salt in their blood and the cross of Saint George engraved on their hearts, if you believe what our Parliament men and the so-called ‘news-papers’ spout forth – whose own men abandoned their ships at the first whiff of Dutch gunpowder.

There is a Duke of Douglas now. I have met him. He is an idiot.

Do not misunderstand me: I do not mean that he is a common dolt or cretin (although he is the only duke I have ever met who could not read or write, not that this particular rank of the peerage breeds many Newtons). I mean that he is a lunatic idiot, a man who murders his relations upon a whim. How are the mighty fallen, as Francis Gale said to me that day at Chatham, and how far, indeed, has the once mighty house of Douglas fallen.

As far as I am concerned, there was one man, and one man only, who deserved to be termed the Duke of Douglas: the truest, noblest heir of that ancient warrior bloodline. A man who, as some of those who fled the Royal Oak later testified, swore it would never be said that a Douglas quitted his post without order. And I saw the funeral pyre consume him, far from his native glen.



My prayers for Archie Douglas were curtailed by a new alarm.

‘Dutch longboats, Sir Matthew!’ cried Francis, pointing out into the river. ‘They’re making for the Sceptre!’

I saw them, partly hidden by the smoke billowing down from the Royal Oak and the other blazing ships: three longboats full of sailors and marines, making for my former command. Bold fellows, these, to come up so far, but they had luck on their side. For one thing, they were too low in the water for any but the smallest guns in the shore batteries to stand a chance of hitting them. In any case, they were largely protected from gunfire from our positions in the dockyard by the cloak provided by the smoke from the three burning ships, as well as by the great bulk of the Royal Katherine, half sunk just offshore. She was the nearer target for them, but without fireships, they could do nothing with her; but the Sceptre, almost equally large, equally new, was still in midstream, with boats secured to her bows, trying to tow her up closer to Rochester Bridge.

‘You men!’ I gestured to a party of twenty or so dockyard men standing by the crane. ‘With me!’

They were armed with a strange assortment of weapons from their usual trades – crowbars, hammers, adzes, even a saw. They were of no use on the great guns, or with muskets, but they seemed a determined crew, not to be numbered with the cravens who had run at the first opportunity. They looked to be the sort of men who wanted nothing more in that moment than a chance to kill Dutchmen.

‘I am Sir Matthew Quinton!’ I cried. ‘Those butterboxes yonder have a fancy to take the Sceptre! I suggest we change their minds for them, lads! Who’s with me?’

The men looked at each other, growled approvingly, and waved their weapons aloft.

We ran down to the wharf, commandeered two skiffs, and moved out into the river. Now it was a race between us and the Dutchmen, and although they had the tide with them, we had less distance to travel. We came alongside, larboard midships, secured to the ladder, and I hauled myself up to the familiar port that I had entered so many times.

Lanherne and Burdett were at the stern with the dozen or so men not in the tow-boats, firing muskets at the oncoming enemy. Alongside them was Prentice, the cook, who had lost a leg in the Gabbard fight. Although he could not lift a musket without overbalancing, he had a boy at his side, handing him one of a pair of loaded pistols, then reloading the other while his master fired the first.

‘Sir Matthew!’ cried Lanherne in surprise.

‘We thought the King’s Prick could do with a little reinforcement, Mister Lanherne!’

He laughed: from the moment of her launching, ‘the King’s Prick’ was the nickname given to the Royal Sceptre by all and sundry.

I peered over the stern. The first Dutch longboat was coming in, trying to grapple to the rudder or a stern chaser port. I raised my pistol, fired, felt the recoil, and saw a Dutch Marine clutch his bloodied chest, then fall into the Medway.

‘Francis!’ I shouted. ‘Take a dozen men down to the lower gun deck! The rest of you, with me!’

The Rector of Ravensden nodded determinedly, and took his men below.

With Musk and the remainder of the dockyard men behind me, I ran down to the main gun deck, then aft, into what had been my great cabin. Three Dutchmen were already through the shattered window, more climbing in behind them. Musk levelled his musket and fired it at point blank range, shattering the head of one of the enemy. A dockyard man ran forward, oblivious to his own safety. It looked as though he was going to run straight onto an enemy cutlass, but he ducked beneath the Dutchman’s swing, then struck his opponent square on the side of the head with a large mallet. I heard the enemy’s skull shatter, saw him fall to the deck, but then I was upon my own opponent. This was a wiry fellow brandishing a sword, whom I took to be an officer. Our blades clashed. He fought with more refinement than most seafarers, suggesting he was a man of some breeding, or at least, that he had once received some training. He cut, feinted and parried, but I matched him move for move, and it was swiftly clear that his repertoire was limited. I advanced, gaining the advantage with every clash of steel. Even so, he fought well, cursing me with every breath, not realising I understood every curse he uttered—

‘Fucking English tail man! This is for Terschelling, you bastard! Long live the True Freedom!’

Around me, the dockyard men were in their element. This was no formal battle between the warriors of two nations: for them, this was a Saturday alehouse brawl, using every improvised weapon and every underhand tactic they could deploy. In short, this was how Chatham men loved to fight. Not even Dutch marines could withstand it, just as they could not withstand Phineas Musk, wielding his fired musket like a club.

My opponent attempted one more desperate attack, swinging wildly for my shoulder. But the move put him off balance. I deflected his blade, then thrust hard into his chest. He looked down at the wound with astonishment, then at me, then fell dead to the deck.

I went to the stern window, and saw the third Dutch longboat pulling away, turning, and then starting back toward its squadron. We had repulsed the attack on the Royal Sceptre.

‘Another six dead down below,’ said Francis, coming into the cabin, his shirt and arms stained with fresh blood. ‘Thanks be to God, who giveth us the victory.’

‘Amen,’ I said.

We went up to the quarterdeck. Lanherne, Burdett and Prentice, all exhausted and breathing heavily, still managed to come to attention and salute.

‘Master Cook,’ I said. ‘You’ve ale aboard, I take it?’

‘Aye, Sir Matthew. Couple of barrels, for the standing officers and the ordinary establishment, like. Good Faversham ale, too.’

‘Then break it out, Mister Prentice!’




Chapter Eight


Now (nothing more at Chatham left to burn),

The Holland squadron leisurely return,

And, spite of Ruperts and of Albemarles,

To Ruyter’s triumph lead the captive Charles.

The pleasing sight he often does prolong:

Her masts erect, tough cordage, timbers strong…

The seamen search her all, within, without:

Viewing her strength, they yet their conquest doubt;

Then with rude shouts, secure, the air they vex,

With gamesome joy insulting on her decks.

Such the fear’d Hebrew, captive, blinded, shorn,

Was led about in sport, the public scorn.

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



The remainder of that day, and the first part of the next, was spent in watchfulness, in case the Dutch should yet decide to make an attempt against the dockyard and the ships lying closer to Rochester Bridge. But they made no move. As van Brakel later told me, they knew we were being reinforced by the hour, and feared being trapped if they moved any further upriver than Upnor. And all the while, the charred ruins of the Royal Oak, Loyal London and Royal James smouldered on the shore, veritably a bonfire of all England’s pride and ambition.

While we drank with old friends aboard the Royal Sceptre, though, London was in panic, as I later learned from those who remained there during the crisis. Even newly arrived argosies carrying rich cargoes were hastily sunk as additional blockships in Woolwich Reach and Barking Creek. Wines and spices, furs and gold, all disappeared into the Thames mud in a desperate effort to save the capital. The king and Duke of York were everywhere, encouraging the militia and promising to lead the defence of the city if the Dutch attacked it. Men and women alike made their wills, while those who had the wherewithal to do so moved their families and their money out of London. Meanwhile, hysterical talk and rumour rose to fever pitch. Upnor should have been better armed, and the great ships carried further upriver. The Lord Chancellor, the Earl of Clarendon, was publicly abused in the street. The Dutchmen’s allies, the French, were said to be massing an army at Dunkirk, ready to follow up Admiral de Ruyter’s stunning success by invading England in force. Worse, too: the new war between France and Spain was said to be a sham, and that the combined armies of the two great Catholic kingdoms were landing at Portsmouth.

There had to be treason at court, for such a disaster to have come to pass: truly, England was bought and sold, betrayed by the papists who swarmed around the king. And, in the darkest corners of all, dangerous men whispered the darkest words of all. Yes, there was treason at court, and Charles Stuart himself was the greatest traitor.



Late in the afternoon of the fourteenth of June, we observed activity in the Dutch squadron. They were weighing anchor, and preparing to make sail upon the ebb. The sight should have been welcome: but one element of it made it anything but.

Spragge noticed it first. We were outside the Hill House, observing the activity downstream. I was focused upon de Ruyter’s flagship, but Ned nudged me, pointing as he did so toward the Royal Charles.

‘What think you, Sir Matthew?’ he asked.

I took in the activity on the deck of the great ship, and on the boats around it, particularly those at the bows. The scene was familiar. I had overseen such operations myself, many times.

‘They’re getting ready to tow her out,’ I said.

‘Impossible!’ Pett protested. ‘Tide’s not high enough. And they won’t have the pilots to get her down the Medway.’

‘They had the pilots to get themselves up it,’ I observed.

‘A different matter with a ship of that size, Sir Matthew. A very different matter.’

But within half a glass more, it was clear that this was precisely what the Dutch intended to do. We had all expected them to burn the Charles, just as they burned the other three great ships whose blackened hulls lay, half sunken, over on the Upnor bank. Alternatively, they could have run her onto one of the sandbanks and allowed the falling tide to break her back. This was the fate that had befallen the ancient Vanguard, deliberately sunk off the victuallers’ quay above the dockyard and then not brought under proper control when raised again, causing her to ground and break beyond repair; a great ship that survived the Armada fight, yet this how she was fated to end her days. But towing away the Royal Charles was another case altogether, as Pett had intimated. For this ship, of all ships, to become a prize of the enemy – a ship whose name, whose history, was so personal to our monarch—

‘No,’ thundered Albemarle. ‘It is intolerable! They cannot do this!’

‘They will not be able to take her away,’ said Pett. ‘They will run her aground and will have to burn her – or, God willing and if she’s not fired, we’ll be able to retake and refloat her once they’ve gone—’

Albemarle was no longer listening to a word the commissioner said. Instead, he was barking orders to his aides-de-camp, standing a respectful distance behind him. This company of horse from Upnor to ride along the Medway shore and harass the Dutch – those militia from Strood to make for Cockham—

‘What of this shore, Your Grace?’ I asked.

‘Not enough soldiers on this shore,’ said the duke. ‘And I’m not sparing any men from the dockyard, in case the hogen mogen whoresons change their minds and come back again on the next tide.’

I knew the Medway well, having brought several ships to and from Chatham during my time as a king’s captain. And it seemed there was one chance that the rest were ignoring, or had not thought of – a desperate chance—

‘If we could bring boats out of the Swale,’ I said, ‘boats which carried enough men, we might be able to get aboard her, run her aground, and hold her against any counter-attack. The Dutch will surely only expect an attack from their rear or from the far bank, not from this flank. It will take time for them to get her downriver – enough time for a party from here to get to the Swale.’

They all looked at me dumbstruck, as though I was suddenly naked before them. Spragge clearly thought I had taken leave of my senses. Curiously, though, it was the least military man present, Lord Brouncker, who objected.

‘Are you certain there are suitable craft in the Swale, Sir Matthew? And in any case, surely the Dutch still hold that part of Sheppey, down to Queenborough?’

‘In my experience, My Lord, there are always craft in the Swale, and the crews to man them – fishermen, oyster boats, probably a few colliers. And we don’t know the Dutch dispositions for certain. But wherever they are, I’d wager they’re getting ready to withdraw, which means they’ll be falling back to Sheerness.’

I looked across to Albemarle for approbation. In normal circumstances, the abrasive old general would undoubtedly have dismissed out of hand any sentiment that came from my lips. But circumstances were anything but normal, and he was clearly weighing my words with some thought.

‘And where will you get the men for this lunatic expedition, Quinton? I can spare you none.’

‘I’ll get the men, Your Grace, if you’ll but give me the order.’

I calculated that, having so recently proposed to lead an even more lunatic expedition to mount a last stand aboard the Royal Charles, the Duke of Albemarle would not stand in my way; and a curt nod of the jowly old head proved I was right.

I went down into the dockyard, and found Francis and Musk at the head of the double dock, engaged in conversation with Burdett and Prentice from the Royal Sceptre. I called them over to me.

‘Musk,’ I said, ‘find me a horse.’

‘A horse. Aye, then. A horse. Fair means only, Sir Matthew?’

‘Whatever means prove necessary, Musk. And a swift horse, mind, not some plodding Shire.’

‘Swift horse. Any means. As you say, Sir Matthew.’

The old retainer scuttled off toward the dockyard gate, while I told Francis what I proposed. His expression could not have been more sceptical if I tried to convince him that Our Lord had been a married man with a family.

‘I have no doubt of Musk’s ability to find you a steed, Matt. But not even he can conjure you up a cavalry regiment.’

‘Oh, I already have my regiment, Francis. The one body of men on this side of the Medway who came with their own horses.’

And that was how, an hour later, I came to be riding out of Chatham on the Gillingham road, upon a splendid chestnut stallion – provenance indeterminate – alongside Vespasian Longhurst, Lord Thornavon, and three score of the bluest-blooded youths in the kingdom. It was only with the very greatest difficulty that I managed to dissuade John Dolben, Bishop of Rochester, from sallying forth with us.

As we rode, I heard the warbling of the marsh birds, intermingled with the whistling of the breeze. For a moment, just the barest fleeting moment, I could have sworn they came together, and formed my grandfather’s ethereal voice.

The fighting abilities of dormice. Your own words, grandson. Your own thoughts. And yet you propose to lead the dormice to reclaim England’s lost pride. Art thou mad, Matthew Quinton?



We were at the trot, riding past the strange tower of Saint Mary Upchurch, which had a steeple with an octagonal cone enveloping a square one. Ves Thornavon was riding alongside me, relishing his first campaign.

‘I have no doubt,’ he said, ‘that guarding Rochester cathedral and castle might have proved hot and honourable work, if the Dutch ever got that far.’ In which case they would already have burned the entire dockyard and every ship in the river, I thought, so they would hardly be likely to occupy themselves with a cathedral; but I did not say this. ‘And I don’t doubt that the Lord Bishop would have been an excellent general for us. What a warrior he might have been, if he hadn’t taken the cloth instead! But this, riding to retake the Royal Charles… what greater honour could have fallen to us? And it will stand me in good stead with the Venetians, of course.’

‘You’re still set on Candia, then, coz?’

‘The last word in the Gazette was that the Turks were assaulting several of the batteries, but were weakened by an outbreak of the plague in their army. So, God willing, there’s time for us to beat the Dutch and for me still to join that mighty cause. Driving back the barbarians from the gates of Christendom – what could be more noble and honourable, eh, Matt?’

I had fought the Turks, or at least, their brothers, the Barbary corsairs. I had served an entire commission in the Mediterranean, and knew rather more of the truth of what transpired in that sea than Ves Thornavon did. But I knew that nothing I might say would deter my young cousin. I recognised the look on his face: I had seen it often enough in the mirror, when I was his age.

Beyond Upchurch, we were into very low, marshy country, with a clear view across the mudflats to the Medway. The sight I beheld made me rein in at once, and stare westward in astonishment.

The river was full of masts: Dutch masts. True, the tide was on the ebb, and the wind had come round more westerly than it had been for days, but the Dutch should not have been so far downstream. They could not have got so far, given the difficulties they would face in moving the colossal Royal Charles through the narrow channels.

‘What’s that?’ demanded Ves Thornavon, pointing toward a strange shape, the very top of which was just visible above the mudbanks that stretched away before us.

It looked like a vast turtle, inching its way down the Medway.

‘Telescope, Musk!’ I cried.

The old man rode up and handed me the instrument.

‘What was it the old king said?’ asked Musk. ‘Something about the birds having flown?’

Even before I brought the telescope to my right eye, I knew what I was looking at. It was the sight I had seen so very recently, when the Royal Katherine was heeled over to cut holes in her hull. In previous times, I had even seen the Royal Charles herself on the careen.

Despite myself, I could only admire the ingenuity of our enemy.

‘They must have taken the guns off,’ I said. ‘Lightened her as much as they could, then heeled her over to reduce her draught.’

I turned back toward the channel ahead of us, the Swale. Yes, there were boats galore: several promising hulls, lying over on the Sheppey shore. But even if we could find the men to take them to sea, we would now never be out into the Medway in time.

The flash of a distant pan, followed in short order by the familiar report of a musket, indicated just how foolhardy our expedition had been. It was possible to make out uniformed men, moving between the bushes and fishermen’s huts on the far shore. And over to the north-west, from the remnants of the part-demolished Queenborough Castle, a flag caught the breeze, and streamed out from the staff. The blue, white and red flag of the United Provinces.

‘It’s an outrage,’ cried Ves Thornavon. ‘An invasion, by God!’

His words triggered angry murmuring among the bold young horsemen behind us. A few of them, Ves included, rode forward, closer to the bank, shouting defiance at the Dutch and waving their fists.

‘Stay back from the shore, My Lord!’ I implored.

‘Should be safe enough,’ said Musk. ‘Take a miracle for one of the butterboxes to get a hit from that range.’

The Dutch knew it, too. The fire from their musketeers was desultory, with no attempt at a sustained volley. They knew we could not reach them, and were firing for no other reason than that they could – on English soil, against what they must have taken to be English soldiers.

But with the Royal Charles very nearly clear of the Medway channel, it was evidently a day for miracles. Another musket fired on the Queenborough shore, and a moment later Ves Thornavon fell forward in his saddle. I spurred my horse, and galloped over to him. I grabbed hold of the tiny youth just as he began to fall, and pulled him upright. Blood poured from his right shoulder onto the ground and the flank of his horse, which was rearing with fright. Musk took hold of the reins and brought the beast under control.

Francis, Musk and I, with two or three of the young volunteers, gently lowered him to the ground. Francis, who had spent ample time praying over men in surgeons’ cockpits below decks, had a rudimentary grasp of medicine, and swiftly tore the sleeves from Ves’s shirt, fashioning them into a bandage and applying them to the wound.

‘Gone straight through,’ said the Rector of Ravensden. ‘God willing, he’ll live, as long as the gangrene doesn’t set in. If he’d been a man of even average height, the ball would have gone into the vitals, probably killed him outright.’

‘I pray so,’ I said. I looked down at the fragile little youth, and addressed him directly, although he was barely conscious of my words. ‘If you die, My Lord, my mother will never forgive me for placing you in harm’s way.’

I held a flask of water to the young man’s lips. For some little time, he was unable to speak through pain and shock. Finally, though, he managed to mouth some words.

‘S- sorry, coz – I was too bold—’

‘You were a credit to your name, My Lord Thornavon. Your name and your country. Would that more had been so, these last days.’

‘I can’t move my arm, Matt. My sword arm.’

‘We’ll get you back to the dockyard, Ves. The surgeons there are accustomed to healing much worse wounds on seamen – they’ll put you right. But I fear, coz, you may need to delay your scheme of going to Candia.’

And so it proved. Vespasian, Lord Thornavon, never recovered all the feeling in his right arm, and never went to the Candian war. In the fullness of time, he became a reasonably competent swordsman with his left hand, but he never pursued a career in soldiering. He still lives, now shorter than ever thanks to the stunting effect of age, and he dined with me not long ago. He told me again, as he does every time we meet, that our madcap expedition to the Swale, and the lucky shot of one Dutch musketeer at the uttermost limit of his range, undoubtedly saved his life; for if he had not been wounded that day, he would certainly have gone out to Candia, and was certain to have been one of the many foolish innocents, from all the Christian countries of Europe, who were slaughtered there by the Turks. Then he would not have married his astonishing wife, twice his height and three times his width, who gave him six sons, thus assuring the survival of the House of Longhurst until the day of judgement. There is not a day that goes by, he told me, when Ves Thornavon does not offer up a prayer of thanks to that Dutch musketeer.

But as we placed him onto a makeshift pallet that could be towed behind a horse, my thoughts were elsewhere. For out in the Medway, the enemy were clearly hauling the Royal Charles upright once again. The guns of their ships fired round after round in joyful salute. The Dutch were going to steal away the pride of England, the namesake of our king.

As I turned away from the dire scene, I made a vow to myself.

Chatham would be avenged, and somehow, I would play in a part in obtaining that vengeance.



When I was in Holland, in the year seventy-seven, I spent much time visiting their fine civic buildings, and seeing the paintings that hung in them. It was no surprise to me that several great canvases extolled their triumph in the Medway, and not a few depicted the towing away of the Royal Charles.

Now, I am not generally considered a disrespectful man. Although I often found myself at the edge of their circles (in the days when such creatures were actually encouraged, rather than frowned upon by the modern universality of prudery), I was never one of the court rakes, mocking everything and laughing at everyone. I have never been a scoffer, a belittler, a jeerer, or a sneerer. But I have to confess that I suspect my Dutch hosts took me for all of these things as I laughed openly at their paintings, pointing my finger toward them to point out their absurdities.

There was one which portrayed the Union flying from the main. Preposterous: the Union would only have been flying if an admiral was aboard, and none ever was, in those days when we tried to defend the Royal Charles at her mooring in the Medway. There was another, even more grandiose, that showed the royal standard in the same position, spilling out from the main topmast. Monstrous: the royal standard would only have been flying if the monarch was aboard, as every true Englishman knows.

Moreover, all of these canvases, so beloved of the Dutch, shared the same flaw. For the Royal Charles had no main topmast from which to fly any flag: as on each and every ship laid up in ordinary, the timber in question was taken down and stowed while the ship was in harbour. At my last sight of the great ship as she left the Medway, she was flying the Dutch colours above the English red ensign at the stern, nothing more, the traditional display aboard a captured or surrendered vessel.

My Dutch hosts informed me that I should not judge their beloved paintings too harshly, because, as they put it, they were fine specimens of modern art.

I had a number of other words for them.
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Chapter Nine


Who did advise no navy out to set?

And who the forts left unprepared? Pett.

Who to supply with powder did forget

Languard, Sheerness, Gravesend, and Upnor? Pett.

Who all our ships exposed in Chatham net?

Who should it be but the fanatic Pett?

Marvell, Last Instructions to a Painter



All men have heard of the Spanish Inquisition, and all fear its reputation. In my experience, though, nothing is more bitter, more troublesome, and more vicious, than an English inquisition; and God knows, I have encountered enough of them during my inordinately long life. Indeed, the present day seems to be a veritable golden age for them, with our walking turd of a so-called ‘Prime Minister’, Robert Walpole, using the excuse of Jacobitism to set up enquiries by the score, prying ever more closely into the lives of honest Englishmen. But then, over sixty years ago, it was little better. The Dutch were barely out of the Medway, and still parading themselves proudly in the mouth of the Thames, when the great inquisition into the disaster at Chatham began. I received a summons to appear as a witness, and duly presented myself at the council chamber in Whitehall Palace on the nineteenth of June, barely a day after getting back from the Medway.

I found myself sitting on a bench in the oak-panelled antechamber alongside a very familiar little man with a long nose and a periwig that was slightly too big for him. He fidgeted constantly, forever reordering the voluminous pile of papers he carried.

‘I am sure none of this will be placed on your shoulders, Mister Pepys,’ I said.

The Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board turned to me with an expression akin to that of a frightened rabbit.

‘These are strange times, Sir Matthew,’ he said, ‘and the people cry out for a guilty man.’

‘I think there are many more guilty than you for what happened at Chatham.’

He essayed a nervous little smile.

‘Perhaps so, Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘Indeed, I know so. But unfortunately, some of them are the very men sitting in judgement on the rest of us.’

I had never known Samuel Pepys to criticise his betters so wantonly; perhaps it was a sign of just how nervous the little man was.

We were called in, and found ourselves in the space before a large horseshoe-shaped table, the two arms of which extended toward us. Some fifteen or so privy councillors were seated around it, with the Duke of Albemarle at the centre of the table, next to the empty chair which served as a throne if the king was in attendance. I quickly scanned those present. There was Lord Arlington, the secretary of state, distinguished by the black plaster on the bridge of his nose, which bore witness to the wound he took for the king in an obscure skirmish during the civil wars. Next to him sat Thomas Clifford, his creature, and on the other side of him, Anthony Ashley Cooper, a small, sickly, pinched-face fellow, said to be a rising man despite his physical weaknesses. There were belted earls aplenty – Manchester, Craven, Carlisle, and more – even the Scot Lauderdale, a jowly figure with narrow eyes, the man who ruled his native land on the king’s behalf as though he were some oriental bashaw.

And there was Venner.

My good-brother sat at the right-hand end of the table, seemingly not discomforted at all by being in the presence of so many ardent Cavaliers. He had been made a privy councillor at the Restoration, in the first flush of the king’s enthusiasm for reconciling different factions and subduing past differences, but the wind soon blew in a very different direction, and thereafter, Venner Garvey hardly ever attended meetings of the council. The fact that he was present was as notable as the absence of another: the Earl of Clarendon, the Lord Chancellor. But the common cry in the streets was that the great minister’s days were numbered, his failures summed up in a devastating rhyme which blamed him for the sale to France of a valuable colony, the acquisition of a useless one, and the king’s unfortunate marriage: ‘Three sights to be seen, Dunkirk, Tangier, and a barren queen!’

Proceedings began with Sir William Coventry, secretary to the Duke of York, Lord High Admiral, one of the council’s own number. He stood up from his place at the table, walked round into the middle of the horseshoe, and began his discourse. Coventry was a smooth, aquiline fellow with an easy manner and a comfortable mastery of his brief, which was simply to recite what orders the duke had given, and when he had given them. There were murmurings of assent: none there were likely to quibble with one of their own, and none – with the possible exception of Venner, who remained silent – were likely to accuse the king’s own brother of criminal neglect, especially as it was known that the duke’s four-year-old son was dying (and did, indeed, die, on the day following).

Next came Pepys. I expected him to put up a poor show, overawed by all the great men before him. Indeed, he began by coughing violently. But then the strangest thing happened.

‘Your Grace,’ the little clerk began, inclining his head toward the Duke of Albemarle. ‘My noble lords. Distinguished knights and gentlemen. I have the honour to represent the Navy Office, which, as you know, has exercised authority over the navy royal of the kings and queens of England, time out of mind. It is an especial honour for my colleagues and I to serve in this day and age, when our office basks in the reflected glory of the Lord High Hdmiral whom we serve, that most illustrious and victorious prince, His Royal Highness James, Duke of York, brother to our sovereign lord the king.’

Some may think the sentiment overblown; but Pepys had judged his audience perfectly. These men who had fought for their king, or who otherwise had the good sense to acquiesce in that king’s restoration, smiled and nodded. Arlington murmured, ‘Hear, hear.’ Even my good-brother managed not to scowl too obviously.

‘Now, My Lords and gentlemen,’ Pepys continued, ‘permit me to set out the ingress and egress of correspondence to and from relating to the sorry events within the river of Medway. If I may take you first to a letter we received from Commissioner Pett, dated the first day of May…’

And so it continued. It was as though the shade of some great Roman orator was suddenly in possession of the little clerk’s body. Pepys spoke confidently, even arrogantly, reeling off the dates and contents of letters with phenomenal facility.

Venner, though, frowned throughout the entire discourse. Finally, he raised a hand to stop Pepys, and turned to Albemarle for permission to question the witness, which was granted.

‘Mister Pepys,’ said Venner, in that ingratiating way of his which I knew so well, ‘this is all to the good. Indeed, I commend you on your facility in presenting such a convincing case. Such a well-conceived argument, indeed. Such a compelling thesis to exonerate you and your colleagues. But with due respect, sir, we only have your word that these letters were written to these correspondents, on these dates. Who is to say that the clerks of the Navy Office have not been busy forging correspondence, to exculpate themselves from any guilt for the catastrophe at Chatham?’

I expected Pepys to be thrown by such an outrageous suggestion, and perhaps to bluster. Once again, though, the little man confounded me. He opened his leather pouch, drew out all the correspondence he had been sifting in the antechamber, and laid it on the table before Venner.

‘With due respect, Sir Venner, here are copies of the original entries in the out-letter books, and here are the originals of the responses, docketed with dates of receipt. Perhaps His Grace will confirm that this is the standard practice of the Navy Office.’

Bold indeed, to call to his aid the Duke of Albemarle himself! But the old general had acted as deputy to the Lord High Admiral when the Duke of York was commanding at sea, and knew full well how the administration of the navy worked. The duke nodded, and Venner knew better than to challenge Albemarle, who, at bottom, was the same under the skin as himself – a sometime enthusiast for Lord Protector Cromwell, now cutting his cloth to suit these distinctly more Cavalierish climes.

After a few more desultory questions, Pepys was dismissed, looking mightily pleased with himself, and then it was my turn.

Albemarle smiled at me; an unsettling rarity, this.

‘Sir Matthew,’ he said, ‘I must begin by commending you on your great gallantry in defending the Royal Sceptre. If only more had displayed the same courage and resolution during this sorry affair.’

There was general assent around the table.

‘I thank Your Grace,’ I said.

‘Now, Sir Matthew, how would you describe the state of affairs you found at Chatham yard, when you first came to it?’

‘All seemed to be in confusion, Your Grace. Men either had no orders, or contradictory ones – the men who were actually there, that is. The yard seemed nearly empty.’

‘Indeed it did,’ said the duke. ‘The yard, the responsibility of the resident commissioner of the navy, was virtually deserted.’

No mention of the contradictory orders; hardly a surprise, as Albemarle himself was responsible for more of them than anyone else. But the great general was hardly going to incriminate himself.

‘And when you came to the Hill House,’ Albemarle said, ‘can you recall Commissioner Pett’s reasons for not permitting access to the storehouses?’

I had attended enough trials, and knew enough lawyers, to recognise what was termed a ‘leading question’. But this was no time for equivocation, and I was certainly not in the business of saving Peter Pett’s miserable skin.

‘As I recall, Your Grace, he said he could not do so without a direct order from the Duke of York.’

There was much murmuring at this. Clifford whispered to Arlington. Lord Craven, a gallant old soldier, shook his head.

‘Now, Sir Matthew,’ said Albemarle, ‘you are a seaman of some experience.’ There seemed to be no sarcasm in his tone, but I knew full well that George Monck considered me and all of my fellow gentlemen captains to be no seamen. In his eyes, we were nought but popinjays. ‘You have been to Chatham often. I ask you to consider the distance between there and Westminster, and the time it takes even an express to get from one to another, and for a reply to make the opposite journey. With the Dutch in possession of Sheerness and sailing up the Medway, was this a reasonable position for Commissioner Pett to take?’

‘No, Your Grace. It was not reasonable.’

There was more of this: perhaps five minutes more of Albemarle feeding me questions to which the answers were obvious. Or at least, the answers which the duke wished me to give were obvious. Finally, though, he had proved his points to his satisfaction, and I was given permission to stand down.

But there was one more question, and that from an unexpected quarter.

‘Forgive me, good-brother,’ said Venner, ‘I have no wish to detain you. But one detail in all of this escapes me. How was it, exactly, that the Royal Charles was not moved upstream, when there was ample time to do so? And how was it that she was not manned? Not manned at all?’

Careful, Matt! I could see Albemarle’s eyes upon me. He knew that I could damn him for diverting the boats meant to tow away the Royal Charles, and that I could easily turn his bravado scheme to defend the ship with himself and a gaggle of useless young bucks into a mockery which would give the court wits a field day.

‘I cannot say, Sir Venner,’ I said, as confidently as I could. ‘The actions in question were taken, or not taken, before I came to Chatham.’

Not strictly true, but it would be nearly impossible for Venner, or anyone else, to establish that.

My good-brother stared at me impassively for some moments. I sensed he wished to ask me more questions, and might seek to do so in private; but in one sense, this was all but a rehearsal for Venner Garvey, a mere dumb show. The real business for him and those who thought like him would take place in a very different arena, an arena that he could dominate: the House of Commons. And when the House’s committee of miscarriages finally met, it would consider the entire war, not just the disaster at Chatham. I prayed that I would be somewhere out of England – Tangier, Tartary, the moon – when that inquisition took place; and as it happened, God heard my prayer.

‘Of course,’ said Venner, at last. ‘My thanks, Matthew. I expect your dear sister, my wife, will rejoice in your preservation, and revel in your success. Yet again.’



I stood down with relief, and received a respectful nod from Pepys as I returned to the back of the chamber. He and I, though, had merely been the appetisers; the main course was about to commence.

Peter Pett came into the chamber, and took his place before the privy councillors.

The commissioner was a humbled man. Dressed in shabby clothing, he had been brought directly from his new lodging, where he was deposited on the previous day. A lodging rather less salubrious than the Hill House at Chatham: namely, a cell in the Tower of London.

‘Commissioner Pett,’ said Albemarle. ‘There are two principal issues which we wish to discuss with you. The first concerns the not moving the great ships upriver in a timely fashion, the second the use of dockyard boats to carry away your own private possessions. Now, some here may feel that I have too close an interest in this matter. It is common knowledge, for example, that you and I disagreed on a number of points during the course of recent events, as Sir Matthew Quinton’s testimony has indicated. Thus I feel it will be for the best if other of His Majesty’s right honourable councillors take the lead in questioning you.’

Pett sighed, but any relief he might have felt was short-lived. As I had just experienced for myself, questions from Albemarle were like the man’s notion of fighting a battle: blunt, direct, obvious. Not so in the case of the man who was evidently to be Peter Pett’s principal inquisitor. Henry, Lord Arlington, leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and the fingers of both hands on the bridge of his nose, as though in prayer. Consciously or unconsciously, the gesture also drew attention to the black plaster, and thus implicitly to his unimpeachable devotion to the royal cause.

‘I think, Your Grace,’ he began, ‘that although I am, of course, entirely ignorant in affairs of the sea, it seems to me that we should begin with the second proposition first. After all, My Lords and gentlemen, it seems to me that if we can establish that the dockyard boats were diverted to Commissioner Pett’s private uses, then we have most, if not all, of the explanation of the first proposition, namely the failure to tow the great ships to safety. Do you concur?’

There were murmurs and nods of assent, even from Venner, who was unlikely to be happy with the thrust of the proceedings: after all, Pett was yet another of those forged from the same mould as himself and the Duke of Albemarle, that is, a former Commonwealth man who was still prospering under the monarchy.

‘Now, Commissioner,’ said Arlington, smiling emolliently, ‘this matter of the boats. Let us go to the ninth day of June, when it was clear that the Dutch intended to come up the river. How many boats did you order to undertake different tasks on that day, and what were those tasks?’

Pett, his eyes to the ground, mumbled an entirely inaudible response.

‘Your pardon, sir,’ said Arlington, ‘I did not quite catch that.’

Pett repeated what he had said, but his voice was very little louder.

‘Speak up, man, for all that’s holy,’ snapped Albemarle. ‘You were not so reticent when you were arguing every case under the sun with me at the Hill House.’

Pett looked up, and finally said some things that were audible – about sending a certain number of boats to move the chain guardships into position, and others (precisely how many, he could not recall) to bring over munitions from Upnor. It went on in this vein for some time: Arlington asking how many boats were deployed on each day, to undertake which tasks, at which times, and in what places, Pett usually responding with vague numbers and guesses.

‘And on the same day, how many boats, Commissioner Pett,’ demanded Arlington, ‘did you employ to carry away your private goods?’

‘None, My Lord!’ said Pett, with a rare show of the sort of petulance he had formerly displayed before me.

‘None, commissioner? I remind you that you stand before the Privy Council of this realm.’

‘None… none… but one, when all the rest were already upon the king’s service.’

There were growls around the table. Pepys nudged me, and raised his eyebrows. Peter Pett had just condemned himself as surely as if he had drafted his own death warrant.

‘One boat, then,’ said Arlington. ‘One boat you confess to. And what goods did you order to be carried away in this one boat, commissioner?’

Pett pulled himself up properly for the first time, and puffed out his chest.

‘Things of great value, My Lord. Things that would have been a greater loss to the king than the ships that perished.’

Arlington raised an eyebrow, and looked theatrically at each of his colleagues in turn.

‘Then these things must have been valuable indeed, Mister Pett. What were they, pray?’

‘Models, My Lord.’

‘Models?’

‘My models of ships, from which new ones could be built. Which, if the Dutch had them, they could have copied our best designs – my designs—’

Even Venner had lost patience.

‘Forgive me, Commissioner Pett,’ said my good-brother, ‘you would seriously have us believe that your models would have been a greater loss to this kingdom than the Royal Charles? Than the Royal Oak, and the rest of them? Perhaps if your precious models were made of gold, I might concur with you, but otherwise…’

He waved his hand dismissively.

To a man, the councillors laughed at that; a rare thing, for I had never before heard Venner Garvey make a joke that any man, other than himself, laughed at. Even Arlington, certainly no friend of Venner’s, smiled broadly, before turning his attention back to the unfortunate Pett.

‘Might it not have been better, Commissioner,’ said the secretary of state, ‘if you had devoted the same effort to preserving the ships themselves that you expended on saving models of them?’

Pett said nothing. The interrogation proceeded for another hour or more, but the commissioner, soon to be the former commissioner, was finished, and he knew it. His replies became ever more rambling, and he contradicted himself numerous times. In truth, of course, Pett’s position was impossible. At bottom, he could only properly defend himself by attacking Albemarle, and with the great duke sitting in front of him, corpulent and complacent in equal measure, that course was denied him.

At length, and to the blessed relief of Pepys and myself, Arlington concluded the interrogation of the pathetic commissioner.

‘The nub of the matter is this, Mister Pett. If you are not guilty, then the world will think all of us guilty.’ He spread his hands to indicate his colleagues around the table. ‘And that cannot possibly be the case, of course.’

Albemarle nodded vigorously. The duke rose to his feet, signalling the end of proceedings, and the rest followed suit. Pepys exchanged some pleasantries with me, but once he left my side I was aware of Venner, lurking behind my shoulder.

‘A bad business,’ he said. ‘Unfortunate for poor Pett, of course, but I’ve rarely seen a more shambolic defence. You and I must talk some time, though, Matthew. I’d be most interested to hear your account of what happened at Chatham. What really happened, that is, not the version that it now suits Albemarle and Arlington to believe and disseminate. Not now, alas – I have a prior commitment to meet some friends. Good day to you, brother.’

As Venner left, I reflected on what he had said. I had little doubt what sort of friends he was meeting: fellow Parliament men of the same persuasion, those who would seize on any opportunity to attack the king’s ministers, and through them, the king himself. And if Venner and his putative committee of miscarriages learned the truth – if I told him what I had seen and heard – I had no doubt he would use it as a weapon to cause as much trouble as he possibly could. No, I would avoid brother Venner by every means available to me.

As I have said, I have little time for the scribblings of that vile rogue Marvell, who made a name for himself with that low art named ‘satire’. But it seems to me that the one barb he ever directed aright was at the determination of every man of influence in the land, from the king and the Duke of Albemarle downward, to make Peter Pett the sole scapegoat for the fiasco at Chatham.


All our misfortunes upon Pett must fall

His name alone seems fit to answer all.

Pett, the sea-architect, in making ships

Was the first cause of all these naval slips.

Had he not built, none of these faults had been;

If no creation, there had been no sin.





From the council chamber, I returned to Ravensden House, tired and dispirited. Pett would go to the gallows, or languish until death in the Tower, while those truly responsible for the disaster in the Medway would go unpunished. Who those men were, I could barely name even in my own thoughts, despite the fact that Arlington had very nearly named them for me. If you are not guilty, then the world will think all of us guilty. That would be Albemarle, for one. Clarendon, for another; although I would not mourn the proud chancellor’s fall, when it eventually came. Few men in England would. Arlington himself, too, and Coventry, and all the rest who had assured the king that peace was so very near. Every member of Parliament, Venner included – the men who had not voted enough money to sustain the war. And lastly, the greatest of them all, the greatest culprit, the man whose pride and arrogance had brought us to this pass.

The man who sat upon a throne.

The thoughts so overwhelmed me that I barely noticed another’s presence in a chair in the corner of the candlelit, oak-panelled library of Ravensden House.

‘I gather England has its scapegoat,’ said my brother.

I started.

‘Charles,’ I said. ‘I thought you were still at the abbey.’

‘Pressing business brings me to London,’ he said. ‘Lord Percival’s business.’

‘Ah. That.’ I poured myself a glass of wine from the decanter upon the table, and took a long draught. ‘Which was why, I take it, you were not at the council table.’ My brother nodded; he, too, was a privy councillor, but as a firm adherent of the king, was a more welcome and thus a more regular attender than Venner Garvey. ‘But what business can be so dreadful to require the attentions of Lord Percival? What plot so heinous can trouble us now? What dark conspiracy can possibly be afoot that could inflict any worse disaster on this country? Plague, fire, now Chatham – surely an ample banquet for this poor kingdom?’

‘Oh, we could still know worse,’ said Charles, wearily. ‘Much worse. The king could fall, the republic could return. The fanatics and the killjoys… they could all come back, Matt. Now, more than ever. The throne rocks on its foundations. Men blame the king for Chatham. People say that the two and a half millions voted by Parliament for the war was spent on the king’s whores. There’s a story in the coffee houses that on the night our ships burned, our sovereign lord was with Lady Castlemaine, chasing a moth. Clarendon is despised, and will fall. Albemarle is old, and may not be fit to fight if we have civil war again. When the fire consumed London, the siren voices cried out that it was God’s judgement on the sins of our king and the people of England. What d’you think they’re crying now, Matt, after what seems to be such a convincing confirmation of the Almighty’s displeasure? So yes, there could be a much worse disaster yet, brother. There could be another revolution, and another King of England’s head falling into a basket.’

I had heard Charles say similar things before: it is, after all, in the nature of the intelligencer to see conspiracies everywhere, to suspect everyone, and to envisage the worst. But I had never seen my brother, normally the most reserved of men, always sparing with his words, quite as effusive as this on the subject of a potential threat to the kingdom. And if the mysterious Lord Percival was so worried, then it behoved me to be so, too.

‘And how may all this come about?’

Charles rose, went to one of the bookcases, searched the shelves for a moment, then drew out a book bearing my grandfather’s crest embossed into the leather cover. I knew it well: it was the collection of Speed maps which I had often pored over as a child.

My brother placed it on the table, and opened it to a map of the Thames’ mouth and its environs.

‘The Dutch are showing no signs of going home,’ he said. ‘Their fleet remains in the mouth of the river. That being so, Matt, what is their intention, do you think? You, as a captain of the navy, should have a better notion of the possibilities open to them than I do.’

‘Well,’ I said, ‘they could just remain where they are, disrupting the trade of London. But that will bring them little profit and no glory, and hurt us even less – the incoming ships can simply make for Southampton, or any other port. True, the coal fleets will be troubled, but this is June, so London will hardly freeze. So if they are the men I take them to be, the Dutch will need to make another bold stroke before the peace is finally signed. There’s nothing else for them in Kent, so as I see it, they have two possible courses open to them. They could come further up the Thames, and try to burn our merchantmen at their moorings, as we did to them at the Vlie. But to do that, they’d have to get past Tilbury and Gravesend.’ I jabbed a finger at the two blockhouses. ‘Presumably now properly fortified?’ Charles nodded. ‘Then there are all the blockships the king ordered sunk at Woolwich and Blackwall to obstruct their passage. And as I know from experience, if the wind turns against them while they’re high up the Thames, they might be trapped there for days. More than long enough for us to bring up enough cannon to blow them to matchwood from the riverbanks. So no, on balance, I think not. The glory to be gained from such an attack, and the damage to us, would be huge, but the risk is too great.’

‘That being so, then, where else is worth them attacking?’

I studied the map. The answer was obvious: it stared at me from the Essex shore.

‘Harwich,’ I said. ‘Our dockyard there – far smaller than Chatham, but a worthwhile prize all the same. There’s a big new third rate on the stocks, so burning that would be a severe blow after the losses we’ve already suffered. Harwich is protected by only one fort, as Chatham was by Sheerness – Landguard fort, here, on the Suffolk side of the estuary. If I was Admiral de Ruyter, that’s where I’d attack.’

‘Then you are of the same mind as I, a mere landlubber,’ said Charles, smiling. ‘Which is to say, the same mind as His Majesty’s, who is anything but. Many of their ships have lain in the Gunfleet for the best part of a week now, and the king believes that, sooner or later, they’ll sail in from there to attack Harwich, by way of taking Landguard fort first.’

I felt considerable self-satisfaction that I had made the same deductions as both Charles Stuart and Charles Quinton, but that still left a mystery—

‘Then how might the destruction of Landguard or Harwich bring down the monarchy, brother?’

The earl smiled.

‘Genealogy, Matt.’

‘Genealogy?’

‘Quite so. Sometimes, circumstances throw up unfortunate coincidences, and never more so than in this case. Two men command the forces at Landguard – a Captain Darell, of the Lord Admiral’s Regiment, commands the fort itself, and the Earl of Suffolk the county militia. Darell has an exotic family – his grandfather was an exorcist, of all things, and all of his close relations are papists. And then there is his brother-in-law, who happens to be My Lord Castlemaine.’ The oft-cuckolded papist husband of the king’s mistress: an unfortunate coincidence indeed. ‘As for Lord Suffolk… a worthy enough fellow, albeit no soldier. But his wife’s maiden name was Villiers.’

‘As in…’

‘You have it. She is My Lady Castlemaine’s aunt. So you see how it could go, Matt, should Landguard fall. You can imagine as well as I what the fanatics and the alehouse rebels and the malcontent scribblers will say. The kingdom betrayed by the papist relations of the king’s whore, one of them the spawn of a man who consorted daily with the devil. And that’s not the end of it. You know who the Lord Lieutenant of Essex is, and thus the commanding officer of all the militia at Harwich?’

I knew it all too well, and the recollection brought back the familiar stabbing pang of guilt, somewhere deep within my heart. Aphra Behn’s words to me, less than a year before—

‘As I recall, the Lord Lieutenant of Essex, who can mollify the magistrate, is a friend of your brother—’

‘The Earl of Oxford,’ I said.

‘Quite. Dear, madcap Aubrey de Vere. You recall his history, I take it, Matt? Not the title that goes back five hundred years – his own history.’

‘Didn’t he have a Dutch mother?’

‘Just like your own daughter, indeed. But unlike her, he was raised in Friesland. So we know how it will go in the libels and the coffee-house talk if the Dutch make another successful attack. Lord Oxford a Dutch spy, aiding and abetting Barbara Castlemaine’s creatures… and the king appointed them all, Matt, so how long before the charge is laid that Charles Stuart betrayed his own kingdom? Add all this to the tales already circulating about Chatham, and you might have the makings of a chorus loud enough to bring about a rebellion. Maybe even to bring about the downfall of the king.’

I could not quite believe it; surely even in our strange and feverish times, Englishmen were not so gullible as to believe such ravings? But even as I thought this, I recalled enough occasions in the last few years when much less plausible notions had caused infinite trouble to both the Kingdom of England and to Captain Sir Matthew Quinton.

‘Then let us pray that the Dutch go away,’ I said, ‘or that if they do attack Landguard, it holds out.’

‘I think we need a little more than prayer, brother. To be precise, we need a Quinton.’ Charles smiled. ‘Tell me, Matt – that dormant commission of yours, as a major in the Lord Admiral’s Marine Regiment. It’s still valid, I take it?’ 




Chapter Ten


All in the moment through the gloom were seen

Ten thousand banners rise into the air

With orient colours waving: with them rose

A forest huge of spears: and thronging helms

Appear’d, and serried shields in thick array

Of depth immeasurable…

John Milton, Paradise Lost



Even with the authority of Lord Percival at my disposal, it took an inordinate time to put in place the essentials for my mission. Matters of military protocol had to be resolved between the Duke of York, as colonel of the Lord Admiral’s Marine Regiment, and the Duke of Albemarle, as captain-general of the army, who saw no urgency in my business – but then, my brother did not think it appropriate to share the true purpose of that business with the corpulent old duke. For my part, it meant days of walking between Saint James’s and Whitehall, sitting in anterooms for hours, and then walking back again, empty handed. As far as my brother and I knew, the Dutch were still off our coast, making no move; but all that, of course, could already have changed, and the news might not yet have reached London that Landguard had already fallen, Harwich dockyard already been burned. Finally, though, the machine of England’s government completed every revolution of its countless cogs, and I was ready.

I set off before dawn for Harwich, by way of Romford, Chelmsford, and Colchester. The roads were busy with companies of regular or militia troops, marching either south toward Tilbury or in the same direction as me. All of them saluted me, for I must have been an impressive sight. Mounted upon a shining black stallion from my brother’s stable, I was attired in a yellow tunic coat, long riding boots and a lobster-pot helmet. A baldric ran across my chest, securing my grandfather’s sword in its scabbard. At my back marched sixty men, half with muskets, half with pikes, all clad, like me, in yellow uniform coats. I was no longer Sir Matthew Quinton, sometime captain of His Majesty’s ships Happy Restoration, Jupiter, Wessex, Seraph, House of Nassau, Merhonour, Cressy, and Royal Sceptre. None of that mattered on the road to Harwich. But Sir Matthew Quinton, major of the Duke of York and Albany’s Marine Regiment, mattered a great deal. With the troops at my back, all veterans to a man, I could have suppressed a small rebellion.

In truth, though, I felt an utter fraud. My commission was originally a device adopted in the summer of the previous year, 1666, to provide me with the authority to deal with a conspiracy of the fractious and disaffected in Plymouth. I drew no pay in the rank, and had no permanent posting. In these present days of King George the Second (who fancies himself quite the soldier, God help us), my few friends among the red-coated crabs, whose acquaintance I maintain out of a kind of charitable pity toward such poor creatures, throw up their hands in horror at such laxity. But then, sixty years ago, the times and the mores were more flexible; men often held positions in the army and navy at one and the same time. Indeed, our entire fleet was commanded by generals like Prince Rupert and the Duke of Albemarle, and to the best of my recollection, they fared somewhat better than the most thorough-going, tarpaulin-born, weened-before-the-mast, seaman I ever knew, Cloudesley Shovell, who managed to plough his entire fleet onto the Scillies.

I also felt entirely alone. This time, there was no plausible reason for Francis or Musk to accompany me, although both of them endeavoured to persuade me that such reasons could be manufactured. But my brother wished not to arouse the suspicions of Nathaniel Darell and Lord Suffolk, who were bound to boggle at the appearance of a major of marines who travelled with a personal clergymen and a round old man of a villainous disposition. So Musk returned to Ravensden House, there to take up both his official duties and his rather more shadowy ones, assisting Lord Percival in thwarting the conspiracies of disaffected men. Francis, for his part, returned to Bedfordshire, promising to take care of my wife, daughter and mother.

‘God be with you, Francis,’ I said as we parted. ‘If He wills it, my expedition may only be a brief one, and if the peace is signed, perhaps I’ll be back in time to hear your sermon for Saint Swithun’s.’

‘In all truth, I can’t promise that it will be more exciting than fighting the Dutch. But God be with you too, Sir Matthew. Bear in your heart the words of the twentieth chapter of Deuteronomy.’

‘I’m not as much a master of the Pentateuch as you, Francis.’

‘When thou goest out to battle against thine enemies, and seest horses, and chariots, and a people more than thou, be not afraid of them; for the Lord thy God is with thee, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.’

‘Amen to that, Reverend. Amen to that.’



My men and I marched along the isthmus toward Harwich by way of the higher road, past the cliff where the town’s beacon stood. This gave an uninterrupted view out to sea, across the Gunfleet anchorage, and revealed that the huge Dutch fleet, some seventy ships or thereabouts, was still in our waters, moored as casually as if they were off the Texel. A people more than thou. England’s shame seemed to have no end in sight.

We marched by the large old bastion which formed the principal defence of the port. Men with spades were busy at work upon it, hastily attempting to reinforce and extend the ramparts. A gate took us through the crumbling town wall, barely worthy of the name, in truth little more than a fence. Past some almshouses, a town hall and the unremarkable church, we eventually emerged onto the waterfront. Although Harwich itself was but a little town, the harbour was a large and remarkable one, formed by two large rivers, the Stour and Orwell, which here came together into one mighty estuary. Ferries were plying over to the Shotley shore, while an entire collier fleet from the Tyne lay in the haven, unable to complete its passage to London because of the Dutch.

Finally, we came to the dockyard. This was a tiny affair compared to Chatham, just two slipways, a wharf, a storehouse, a crane, and a few lesser buildings, all perched at the edge of the town. The partly timbered frames of a large man-of-war stood upon one of the slipways: the third rate which I had mentioned to my brother. Around it were piled the large stacks of oak that would complete the hull. The whole yard had the stink characteristic of all dockyards, a delicate fragrance composed of timber, pitch, tar and the smoke from charcoal-fired foundries.

I left my men in the care of their sergeant, giving him orders to seek out Lord Berkeley’s quartermaster and make arrangements for billeting. Berkeley, an old Cavalier commander of the civil wars whom my father had known well, was the general entrusted with the Essex shore, and thus with the defence of Harwich. In the normal order of things, I should have reported to him immediately, as a matter of courtesy, but he was apparently gone to Colchester to consult with Lord Oxford, his nominal equal in command, and to hasten the reinforcements from that garrison. I was silently thankful for this, as it meant I had no reason to delay crossing over to Landguard fort. With that intent in mind, I entered the dockyard, hoping to find a boat that could take me across the estuary.

Under the new ship’s bow stood a loose-shirted, strongly built, black-haired fellow of about my own age, who bore a passing resemblance to the king. He was remonstrating with a half-dozen shipwrights, who seemed discontented with some innovation or other that the black-haired man proposed for some of the futtocks. At length, the fellow noticed me, and dismissed the men.

‘Sir Matthew Quinton, I take it,’ he said, displaying markedly little deference.

‘Your servant, sir, although you have the advantage of me.’

‘Deane, Sir Matthew. Anthony Deane. Master Shipwright of His Majesty’s dockyard.’

‘Master Deane. The yard had notice of my coming, then?’

‘The letter giving notice of your arrival only reached here this morning, Sir Matthew. Commissioner Taylor was most perplexed by it. Alarmed, even. But His Royal Highness the Duke of York seemed most insistent that all powers of the army and navy should do their utmost to expedite your purpose here – whatever that purpose might be.’

Deane looked at me as though expecting an explanation, but I gave him none. Instead, I turned to look up at the frames of the half-built vessel which loomed over us.

‘A third rate, I understand?’ I said, nodding toward the beakhead. ‘Your first man-of-war?’

Deane looked aggrieved, rather like a new mother who, contrary to her expectation, has not been told that her recently delivered baby is the most beautiful child ever born.

‘This,’ he said, puffing out his chest as he did so, ‘will be the finest ship in the entire world. The entire world, Sir Matthew. Mark my words upon it.’

There is little one can say in response to such a statement. I simply nodded as sagely as I could, and seemed to admire the lines of the vessel taking shape on the stocks. In truth, the shipwrights’ so-called art was a mystery to me, as it was to most captains. Who cared how a ship was built, as long as it swam well, sailed well, and fought well? But the likes of Mister Deane seemed to regard the building itself as a be-all and end-all, their pride being all in the design of the thing, not in its purpose. A curious conceit, I always thought, but never more so than with this fellow Deane.

‘She certainly has the makings of a fine man-of-war, Master Deane,’ I said. ‘Who knows, perhaps one day I will find myself in command of her.’

‘I pray the king himself will come down to launch her – once we’ve driven off the Dutch and made peace, of course. Perhaps, Sir Matthew, you’d consider doing the great kindness of commending that course to His Majesty?’

Shipwrights were ever impertinent fellows, self-righteously arrogant in their supposed command of an art as mysterious as transforming lead into gold, but this fellow Deane put them all in the shade.

‘And why, Master Deane, should I do such a thing?’

He looked around conspiratorially, then beckoned me to one side and lowered his voice.

‘I know why you are here, Sir Matthew.’

This took me aback: as far as I knew, my purpose in these parts was known only to my brother. Hence I made no reply to Deane’s extraordinary claim.

‘My information has been accepted, yes?’ he asked urgently, his voice now barely more than a conspiratorial whisper. ‘You’re here to arrest Commissioner Taylor for being a Dutch spy – for preparing to betray the yard to the enemy?’

‘You have evidence against him?’

‘He served the Commonwealth. He has many friends in Holland. I have sent letters to Whitehall, reporting all this, but have received no response. Yet now you have come.’

‘Master Deane,’ I said, as patiently as I could, ‘many great men of this realm served the Commonwealth – the Duke of Albemarle, most notably. And having friends in Holland is hardly proof of treason. I have a Dutch wife myself, Master Deane. So does My Lord Ossory, one of the king’s closest friends. So does My Lord Arlington, one of the greatest ministers in the land. So I ask you again, Master Deane. What is your evidence? Your firm evidence?’

The fellow was becoming flustered now, his eyes darting hither and thither.

‘He spends all his time up at the beacon. He is signalling secretly to the Dutch fleet, Sir Matthew, mark my words. And he was dilatory in taking up the buoys in the channel – I’d have taken them up two, no three, tides earlier, but he ignored my advice. And was not Chatham betrayed by her commissioner?’

‘If I was Commissioner Taylor, man, I’d be at the beacon too – the best place by far to observe the motions of the Dutch fleet! And whatever Commissioner Pett might be, and whatever his failings, he is no traitor. No man, not even his most violent enemy, accuses him of treason. Is this really the best you have, Master Deane?’

‘Search his house, Sir Matthew! You’ll find secret correspondence, I’ll wager – or else Dutch gazettes—’

‘This is England, Master Shipwright, not France. Not Venice, where anonymous accusations can be placed in the mouths of stone lions, to be investigated by their Inquisition. Here in England, we do not burst into a man’s house for causes that are no more than tittle-tattle. Not since the days of Noll Cromwell, at any rate.’

Deane actually had tears in his eyes.

‘If the Dutch come, he’ll betray the dockyard, mark me, Sir Matthew, mark me! He’ll willingly see my ship burn, damn him!’

‘To get to this dockyard and your ship, man, the enemy has to get past Landguard, which is where I propose to go to ensure that they do not. So, Master Deane, in the absence of the commissioner, might you be able to procure a boat that could take me across to the fort?’

Deane stared dumbfoundedly at me. I had no doubt that he was mulling over ways to accuse me of treason, too, but had the sense to say nothing instead. For my part, I fixed him with a stare of which my daughter might have been proud, hoping I looked every inch a knight of the realm and a major of marines.

Finally, and with apparent bad grace, he called over a couple of scavel-men, and ordered them to take me down to the jetty. In truth, I knew it was unlikely I would ever ask the king about launching Deane’s ship; for one thing, if the Dutch reached Harwich and burned it to cinders, there would be no ship for the king to launch. And I would certainly not be passing on his ludicrous allegations about Commissioner John Taylor. For one thing, I have never known a royal dockyard where the commissioner and the master shipwright were not at daggers drawn, it being ordained by Our Lord on the sixth day that the two should quarrel and bicker until doomsday. Moreover, it was entirely obvious why Anthony Deane sought to bring down his superior, for then there would be a vacancy for commissioner at Harwich, and Deane was clearly a very ambitious man. But if every former parliamentarian was locked up thanks to the unsubstantiated suspicions of resentful Cavaliers, the only way the king could find a prison large enough would be to erect a wall around an entire county of substantial extent: say, Yorkshire.

In the fullness of time, though, Anthony Deane did become a very great man indeed – a knight of the realm, no less, and, yes, a commissioner of the navy, but for great Portsmouth, not little Harwich. Nevertheless, he eventually became member of Parliament for this very town; poor Harwich, and poor Parliament. He became a good friend of Mister Pepys, who worked tirelessly to advance his cause, damning all the other shipwrights of the realm so that Anthony Deane could rise. He was never my friend. Quite the opposite, in truth; we went out of the way to avoid each other.

As it was, though, Deane’s men commandeered a longboat for me, and within no more than half an hour, I was being rowed across the broad estuary. All the time as the dockyard men rowed me across, I looked out to sea. Small tenders and boats moved between the Dutch ships, but no movement seemed to be imminent: movement either finally to leave our waters, or to launch an attack against Landguard.

Finally, after an easy crossing, I stepped ashore onto yellow-brown shingle, and walked toward Landguard fort. It stood on a narrow spur of land, perhaps a mile long, which jutted out into the broad estuary: low, grass-covered dunes had grown up on the landward side, but the fort itself was surrounded entirely by shingle, and from certain angles, it could easily be taken for a very low island. By the standards of the vast, ever more elaborate fortifications I had seen in the Low Countries, Landguard was small and relatively simple: just a square of revetted earthen ramparts, with sharply angled bastions to each of the four corners. Beyond the dry moat, the fort had a faussebraye, a lower rampart set forward of the main one. The roofs of low barrack buildings and storehouses protruded just above the ramparts, but the only taller structure was, somewhat incongruously, what looked very much like a church tower, standing over toward one of the bastions. An obviously new outlying sconce, flanked by two small and seemingly incomplete demi-bastions, all ditched by ravelins, lay on its northern side, with the main entrance to the fort proper cut into the eastern rampart. Reassuringly, the Union flag still flew proudly from its tower, a welcome contrast to what I had seen at Sheerness.

Files of yellow-uniformed troops lined the road to the bridge across the moat. They came to attention as I approached, and as I walked between them, I saw smiles of recognition on one or two faces. Marines of the regiment had served with me during the previous summer, during my commission in the Royal Sceptre, so it was entirely likely that some of these men knew me of old. I wished that the officer who commanded them then, a gallant young fellow named Lovell, was with us at Landguard, but I had heard over the winter that he was going out to the Caribbee, where the French were attacking our islands.

A finely attired, firm-featured officer of forty years or more stood at the head of the file, just by the end of the drawbridge. He drew his sword, and brought it up to his face in salute. I halted before him, and returned the gesture.

‘Sir Matthew,’ he said, ‘welcome to Landguard. Captain Nathaniel Darell, governor of His Majesty’s fort, at your service.’

We sheathed our swords.

‘Captain Darell. Your men seem impressively well disciplined.’

He smiled.

‘I trust so, Sir Matthew. This is not Sheerness.’



If Nathaniel Darell suspected that there might be an ulterior motive governing my presence at Landguard Fort, his amiable words as we went inside the ramparts did not betray the fact. But it was a very different case in the principal room within the governor’s house, where another man stood by one of the windows, staring out into the courtyard and drinking from a pewter tankard. He turned as we entered, and I made a bow.

‘My Lord,’ I said.

James Howard, third Earl of Suffolk, was approaching his fiftieth year, but looked younger, thanks in part to a light brown wig that cascaded far below his shoulders and over his ostentatious battered breastplate. However, he wore an expression of permanent discontent, as though there was always an obnoxious smell under his nose. But then, perhaps there was: the House of Howard had long been one of England’s greatest dynasties, even supplying inappropriate queens to the bed of Harry the Eighth, so the presence of lesser mortals must always have been a trial.

‘Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘Pray tell me, sir, how Captain Darell and I have offended the great men of Whitehall, that they should send you to spy on us.’

I was taken aback, both at the gross discourtesy and at the earl’s discomfiting nearness to the mark.

‘Spying, My Lord? I do not follow you, sir.’

I was not a natural dissembler – at least, I was not so then – and fear I was not wholly convincing.

‘You’re a mightily senior officer to be sent to Harwich with just sixty men, Sir Matthew. For instance, an officer with sufficient rank to take command of this fort away from Captain Darell, and assume it yourself.’

‘I have no intention of doing anything of the sort, My Lord.’

I did not; but concealed within my jacket was an order, signed by the king in person, to do exactly that if there should be any evidence of backsliding on Darell’s part.

‘No? Perhaps. But for my part, I wouldn’t be surprised if the king, or those about him, felt the need to send a man of your rank and fighting record. The last thing the kingdom needs is another Sheerness – I understand that. But Landguard will not be that, Sir Matthew. If the Dutch come against us, Landguard will hold.’

‘I do not doubt it, My Lord.’

‘Good. Then you may report that to Arlington, or whichever other of the ministers you serve. You may also tell him that I intend to ride into battle under the ancient war standard of the House of Howard – the banner flown by my ancestors, the Dukes of Norfolk, at Bosworth and Flodden Field. That will be more than sufficient to remind me of my duty to my country and my name. If the Dutch dare to land on Suffolk’s shore, they will surely regret it.’ The peer’s expression was fierce. ‘And now, if you will forgive me, I need to attend to my militia’s dispositions. A good day to you, Sir Matthew.’

The earl left, and Darell shook his head.

‘My apologies for His Lordship, Sir Matthew. He was never a soldier, in the late wars. The responsibility he now bears—’

‘You have no cause to apologise, Captain. I am well acquainted with the likes of My Lord Suffolk.’

‘Then you’ll take dinner, and afterwards, a tour of the fort, to view my own dispositions?’

‘It would be a privilege, Captain Darell.’



Nathaniel Darell proved to be good company over an excellent dinner of pork and cabbage, washed down by strong Ipswich ale. He was an old Cavalier who had served through the civil wars, and was at sea in the Saint James’s Day fight of the previous summer. We had many mutual connections: it seemed he had served with Lancelot Parks, captain of the marine detachment aboard my Royal Sceptre, and shared my opinion of that fellow’s worthlessness. If Darell suspected that his own singular pedigree might be a potential source of trouble, to himself and even to the king, he gave no sign of it.

The meal done, we went out into the courtyard, and crossed over to what, indeed, was a small church – the garrison chapel – the tower of which served at once as a tribute to Our Lord, as a seamark, and as a watchtower. We climbed the ladder and went out onto the roof. The Dutch ships were still well offshore, showing no sign of making for the land. The vantage point also gave an excellent view over the entire fort, and as I scanned the ramparts and courtyard, I made some rapid calculations in my head.

‘Sixty-nine guns, Captain?’

‘Indeed, Sir Matthew. Fifteen to each bastion – King’s, Queen’s, Warwick’s, and Holland’s – a couple of three pounders at the gate, the others upon the sconce. That’s a new work, thrown up by Engineer de Gomme when he was here in the spring. He kept bemoaning the fact that there was no more time to strengthen the fort as he would have wished – more ravelins, counterscarps and God knows what. I think he fancied turning Landguard into a second Breda.’

As he spoke, Darell pointed to each of the four angled bastions in turn, King’s to the south-east, Queen’s to the south-west, Holland’s to the north-east, and Warwick’s to the north-west. It was a formidable armament, right enough, very nearly matching that of a small second rate, but infinitely better protected, for all the fort’s rough-and-ready nature. I made it eighteen culverins in all, firing eighteen-pound shot, and twenty-three demi-culverins, firing balls of nine pounds, together with a smattering of sakers, minions and three-pounders.

‘And your garrison?’

‘Five hundred or so now. My marines, the artillerymen, some militia troops, and seamen – we had a hundred lads come in from Ipswich alone, and I’ve never seen a more murderous crew in my life. This entire coast’s borne the brunt of the Dutch the whole of this war, and the last one, too. Trade’s been shattered, the fisheries ruined, crews taken prisoner and thrown into stinking Dutch gaols. Word of that’s come back – how their own are being treated over there. And they’ve seen the dead and wounded from the great battles come ashore, and had the maimed billeted in their houses. There’s nothing more the men of Suffolk want than to kill Dutchmen, preferably hand to hand.’



Certainly, the men moving around the ramparts, bastions, and courtyard beneath us, had a very different air about them to many of the cravens I had encountered at Chatham. They moved with purpose, grim expressions on their faces. There were no jests, no singing. Piles of cannonballs were being arranged next to each gun, powder barrels being carried from the magazine. Stands of pikes and muskets were in position at key points.

‘And the earl’s militia?’

‘Good enough. The militia of inland counties – your own Bedfordshire, perhaps – may be worthless skulkers who’d run at the first sight of a Dutchman, but here, on the coast, men see the purpose of the training. They know they’re the front line, that the enemy could land anywhere, at any time. So they’re nearly as proficient as regulars, and Lord Suffolk’s own horse regiments are steady men. If the butterboxes land, Sir Matthew, they’ll soon find this isn’t—’

He stopped himself; he and Lord Suffolk had already made the point emphatically enough. But still I had my doubts. This did, indeed, appear to be very different to Sheerness: but would it remain so when the Dutch made their move?

We went down into the body of the fort, and Darell took me on a tour of inspection, into the two well-ordered barrack blocks that lay at right angles to the governor’s house and chapel, all around the main rampart, then down into the faussebraye and out to the sconce. Everywhere, my impression was confirmed: this was an outstanding soldier, with a formidable garrison at his command. And yet…

And yet.

If, despite all that, Landguard fell, quills would dip into acid, men like my good-brother Venner would unleash their harshest vitriol, and in the blinking of an eye, Nathaniel Darell would become the new Peter Pett. Infinitely worse than that, too, if my brother Charles was right, and the unfortunate family ties of the captain and Lord Suffolk brought forth a wave of bile to threaten the crown itself. In that circumstance, nothing I could possibly say in mitigation would be sufficient to save the two unfortunate commanders from their fates. Charles’ confident belief that I would somehow be able to redeem the situation now seemed little better than desperation, born of the dire extremity of England’s plight. True, if Darell had proved to be an incompetent drunken oaf, I had the seniority to take command of the fort away from him – but the opposite was manifestly the case. If any man-of-war was as well run as Nathaniel Darell’s Landguard Fort, it would be the terror of the seas.

As we returned to the top of the tower to check on the enemy, I knew I was upon a fool’s errand.

‘I know you’ll be anxious to return to your men at Harwich, Sir Matthew,’ said Darell: the first sign that he wished to be rid of me. ‘But the tide’s on the ebb – it’ll be a slow and choppy passage.’

‘My thanks, Captain, but there’s no urgency. The men have an excellent sergeant. I ordered him to seek out Lord Berkeley’s headquarters, and put the men under the orders of His Lordship’s seconds.’

Darell nodded. ‘In that case, Sir Matthew, please accept a bed for the night, and my further hospitality.’

The governor’s ‘further hospitality’ was remarkably generous, and even with all the sounds of a busy garrison going on around me, I had no difficulty falling asleep, and then sleeping soundly for what must have been six hours.

I was woken by my host shaking my shoulder.

‘Captain?’ I said, sleepily.

‘It’s starting, Sir Matthew. The Dutch ships are under way, making for the shore. The invasion is beginning.’




Chapter Eleven


Brave gallants now of England

Cheer up your hearts, and firmly stand

Against all people which oppose our king.

Let us fight with hearts trusty and stout,

To keep all foreign nations out,

Let valour still the fame of England ring.

Anon., The Valiant Hearted Seaman (c.1665)



‘I make forty-seven men of war, Captain,’ I said to Darell.

We both continued to peer through our telescopes at the terrible sight unfolding before us, that warm morning of the second of July. With tenders and small craft in attendance, the Dutch fleet numbered some seventy to eighty vessels in all, together with another five great ships providing cover out in the Sledway. Despite the very light wind, a dozen ships moved slowly inshore across a calm sea, toward our position and the mouth of the harbour. Further north, forty or so boats and barges, some of them towed by galliots, began to move away from the rest of the enemy fleet, toward the shore. The Dutch flag flew from the sterns of most of them.

‘Forty or fifty men in each boat,’ said Darell. ‘Perhaps as many as two thousand men. Our butterbox friends seem to have serious intent, Sir Matthew. Serious intent against us.’

I put aside all thoughts of returning to Harwich. For one thing, crossing the estuary would be a markedly perilous undertaking, even if Darell was willing to spare a boat for the purpose; for another, my marines would do well enough under the command of the officers already present on the other shore. In any case, if the Dutch reached Harwich, it was probably already too late, for what I had seen of the town’s defences did not fill me with confidence. This invasion had to be defeated here, at Landguard, and that meant there was only one place where a Quinton’s sword could and should be drawn.

As the minutes passed, Darell and I turned slowly toward the land, toward the elevated heathland where stood the small villages of Walton and Felixstowe, a little way up the coast from Landguard. The Dutch boats were making for the beach there, below the common and the tree-lined cliffs. Somewhere behind those cliffs should be Lord Suffolk and his militia. Perhaps they would give a good account of themselves if called upon, as Darell had intimated. But at the end of the day, they were militia, nothing more, whereas the men in the Dutch invasion force were professionals.

Meanwhile, the warships coming toward the harbour mouth divided into two groups, half-edging round the spit on which Landguard stood, the other half coming to an anchor in the open sea off the eastern shore of the spit, perhaps a little more than half a mile away from the fort. Through my telescope, I could make out the flags flying from the man-of-war at the heart of this squadron: an admiral’s command flag at the main, the Flushing ewer of Zeeland at the jack staff.

‘Cornelis Evertsen himself,’ I said. ‘That’s the Zierikzee, his customary flagship, sixty guns or thereabouts. A good ship, and a very good admiral. You’re privileged, Captain Darell – de Ruyter’s sending one of his finest against you.’

I spied men on the yards of the Zierikzee, and moments later, they began to furl the sails. The rest of his squadron followed suit. The Dutch ships were in line ahead, all of which could presage only one thing.

Gunports swung open, and the nearest of the enemy ships opened fire. A rolling broadside, brisk and well ordered, the second ship opening fire just before the first finished her cannonade. There was the familiar screech and whistle of cannonballs as they flew toward their target. Clouds of shingle erupted from the beach as the shots struck home, a long way short of the rampart. The next enemy broadside was closer, but still a good half of the balls fell into the moat or just short of it. The rest, seemingly at the very limit of their range, landed harmlessly in the lower part of the earthen bank of the rampart.

‘They’ll not hurt us from that range,’ said Darell.

‘Evertsen won’t have anything bigger than twenty-four pounders,’ I said. ‘The rest, twelves and eights. They’ll edge as close as they can, and have their guns at maximum elevation, but they don’t know the shoals.’

‘In that case, Sir Matthew, I think it’s time we ensured they aren’t even tempted to take the risk.’

Darell summoned the fort’s master gunner. He needed to give him no verbal orders; the fellow knew his business, and a nod was sufficient. At the two bastions facing the open sea, King’s and Holland’s, gun crews hauled their carriages into position, the barrels pointing out toward the enemy fleet. Then began the familiar ritual that I had witnessed so many times, albeit usually at sea: the loading, the ramming home, the readying of fuses and linstocks, then the crouching over the guns, waiting impatiently for the order from their commanding officer.

The next Dutch broadsides achieved the same result as the others. The low form of the fort would make it a difficult target even if the bombarding ships were closer; as it was, the few shot that got anywhere even reasonably close to us buried themselves harmlessly into the sloping earth banks of the ramparts.

‘Give fire!’

On Darell’s command, the guns on Holland’s bastion roared out impressively, followed in very short order by those on King’s. But thereafter, Landguard’s fire was sparing, no more than one salvo for every four or five of the Dutch.

‘No point wasting powder and shot,’ said Darell. ‘If they can’t hit us, we can’t them – but God willing, if they see we have able and purposeful gun crews, they’ll think twice about trying to come closer inshore, where we can cause them serious hurt.’

I nodded. I knew that if I was in command, I would be following exactly the same strategy.

‘I doubt if Admiral Evertsen will be so tempted, Captain – he’s never been accounted an impetuous man. But my compliments on the quality of your fire. I wish I could always have gunners such as these under my own command.’

‘My thanks, Sir Matthew. Such a compliment from one of your seniority and experience is a joy to me.’

It was a curious remark: Darell’s expression remained open and friendly, and his words seemed ingenuous, but I wondered if they conveyed his puzzlement and resentment, rather better concealed than Lord Suffolk’s, that I had been sent to Landguard at all.

Meanwhile, the other Dutch ships were edging their way tentatively into the entrance to Harwich harbour.

‘They’re the fellows who’ll do the business,’ said Darell. ‘They’ll be firing against us at point blank – if they can find the channel, that is.’

‘Commanded by a schout-bij-nacht of Rotterdam, by the looks of it,’ I said, my telescope focused on the flagship, a fine vessel of sixty-two guns flying the Triple Prince ensign of the Admiralty of the Maas, alias Rotterdam.

‘Crave pardon, Sir Matthew?’

‘What the Dutch call their rear admirals, Captain. One of the many unfathomable oddities of the Dutch language – essentially, it means the night guard. The officer who was appointed to set the night watch.’

Whatever he was called, the Dutch flagman was soon in dire difficulty. His ship came to a sudden halt, and there was cheering among the seamen on Landguard’s ramparts.

‘Ha!’ cried Darell. ‘Our pilots hereabout have the rights of it, then! He’s grounded on the Ridge, by God!’

There was frantic activity aboard the enemy flagship. Soundings were being taken from every quarter of the ship, and within minutes, longboats were securing to her stern and taking the strain, clearly trying to pull her clear of the Ridge sandbank. Every buoy, every beacon, every piling, marking the safe channel, had been removed long before. Even if the Dutch had pilots who knew Harwich harbour well, they would struggle to find a way in; and to prove the point, some of the smaller Dutch craft began to sail tentatively east, closer to the fort, sounding as they went. But they could not sail north, further toward the harbour entrance, where the telltale tops of masts indicated the positions of our blockships. Beyond them, a couple of small warships of ours plied back and forth, endeavouring to look as menacing as they could; and even further into the harbour, almost in line with the tower of Harwich church, twenty or so colliers had been hastily rigged and equipped with red ensigns. At a cursory glance, or when viewed by a remarkably ignorant skipper, they might be taken for a squadron of small men-of-war. I suspected that the Dutch would not be deceived for one instant.

‘Who’s this fellow, then?’ said Darell, his telescope aimed further out to sea.

I turned in the same direction, and saw a small flotilla of longboats approaching the grounded Dutch flagship. One of them was significantly larger than the others, and bore a large but faded pale flag.

I turned further, to look out to sea. The command flag still flew from Evertsen’s ship. But, much further out, it no longer flew from the maintop of the Seven Provinces.

I lowered my telescope, unwilling to believe the enormity of the truth lying before me.

‘It’s de Ruyter in the very flesh,’ I said. ‘It has to be. He’s going to investigate the problem for himself. It’s said he’s a mightily bold fellow – before I left Chatham, there was talk that he’d been in a boat just like this one, directing the attack above Upnor, and some said he’d come ashore, too.’

Darell said nothing for some moments, simply staring out toward the Harwich shore, and the prospect before him.

‘Admiral de Ruyter,’ he said. ‘Well, Sir Matthew – what say you we give him a warm English welcome?’

‘I concur wholeheartedly, Captain Darell.’

We strode along the rampart to King’s bastion, the closest part of the fort to the stranded flagship and the approaching barges.

‘Men!’ shouted Darell to the gunners on the Harwich side of the bastion, who were on the lee of the exchange with Evertsen’s squadron, and whose expressions showed they were impatient for action. ‘De Ruyter himself is in the boat, yonder – the one with the pale flag! Five guineas to the gun crew that takes off his head, and avenges Chatham! Gun captains, make ready!’

The guns were already shotted with grape and canister, which would slaughter every living thing in a longboat if the aim was true. The gun captains looked along their barrels, judged the range, adjusted the elevation, and awaited the order from the Governor of Landguard.

Darell drew his sword, raised it and swept it downward in one movement, and bellowed, ‘Give fire!’

The culverins and demi-culverins of King’s bastion fired, the recoil of the carriages making the entire fort seem to shake. Darell and I trained our telescopes on the longboat, but when the smoke rolled away, the pale flag still flew. One fellow in the bow seemed to have been struck, and was being attended to by some of his shipmates: perhaps Our Lord had finally smiled on England, and the wounded man – or, God willing, the dead one – was de Ruyter himself. But I did not hold out any great hopes.

The gun crews were still reloading when the longboat disappeared behind the larboard quarter of the stranded flagship. Instead, the starboard batteries of the Dutch ships opened up, directing their fire on the bastion where we stood. They were a little nearer to us than Evertsen’s ships on the other side of the fort, but even so, the effect was the same. Shot either struck the earthen banks of the fort, showering us in good Suffolk soil, or else fell harmlessly in the shingle lying before the moat.

‘They say de Ruyter has the devil’s luck,’ said Darell.

A jest came to mind about an exorcist’s grandson being well qualified to make such a remark, but I bit my tongue: if Nathaniel Darell learned that I knew such detailed information about him, he was bound to become suspicious of my true purpose for being at Landguard.

Now our culverins and demi-culverins on the bastion began a duel with the Dutch ships in the channel. Both sides were near the limit of their effective range, but by accident or design, the rearmost of the enemy vessels – a Rotterdammer, by his flags, of the Maas Admiralty – was significantly closer to our shore. Our gun crews had changed to round shot, and I saw balls strike the Dutchman’s hull, low down. The men cheered – God in heaven, Darell and I cheered, too – and after the third or fourth salvo, the Dutch ship began to list a little to starboard. I could hear hammering from within her hull, and imagined her carpenters’ crew, somewhere below the waterline, hastily trying to patch some repairs.

All the while, I was judging the wind, and watching the lap of the water upon the shingle. Some time into the afternoon, between two and three as I recall, I turned to Darell, and I know that I was smiling.

‘High tide, Captain. They’re not going to get into Harwich harbour today – nor get into a better position for bombarding us.’

‘Thanks be to God,’ said Darell. ‘But I fear, Sir Matthew, that only means the real business is about to begin.’

And so it was. Sometime after four, with the enemy ships in the channel and out at sea keeping up a desultory bombardment, we heard drums begin to beat and the distant shouting of orders in Dutch, followed by the sound of many boots marching across shingle. Behind the sand dunes to the north-east, a flag appeared, streaming out proudly in the breeze: the triple bars of the United Provinces. In its wake came row after row of Dutch soldiers and sailors.

As each company emerged from the dunes onto the exposed shingle of the spur, I attempted a rough headcount. Seven hundred… eight hundred… a thousand… twelve hundred… still more…

The assault on Landguard Fort was beginning.




Chapter Twelve


Then courage noble Englishmen

And never be dismay’d,

If that we be but one to ten

We will not be afraid,

To fight with foreign enemies

And set our nation free.

Anon., Lord Willoughby (c.1695-1707)



The grenadiers came first.

They were easy to identify, even in the smoke which swirled about the entire landspit: whereas most of the men coming against us carried muskets or cutlasses, the grenadiers carried canvas bags. Were it not for their warlike demeanour and uniforms, one could have taken them for washerwomen taking soiled shirts to a stream. As I looked through my telescope, I could also make out seamen carrying ladders. The Dutch had no time for a sustained siege, so this would be one great, direct attack. The fate of the fort, of Harwich dockyard, and of the reputation of England itself, hinged on what would happen in the next few hours.

While the Dutch army was still a fair distance from the fort, the two enemy squadrons kept up their bombardments, ineffectual though they were, and the fort’s guns replied in kind. But as the troops drew nearer, I saw white pendants break out on the Dutch flagships, their signal to cease fire.

The main body of the Dutch army edged forward along the eastern side of the spit, facing King’s and Holland’s bastions. Then one Dutch officer stepped forward under a flag of truce, a colonel by the looks of him. He doffed his hat in salute, then shouted toward our ramparts in good, clear English.

‘Governor Darell!’ he cried. ‘In the name of their High Mightinesses, the States General of the United Provinces of the Netherlands, I call upon you to surrender this place!’

Before Darell could reply, one of the Ipswich seamen peered over the rampart and cried, ‘In the name of His Majesty King Charles, I call upon you to kiss my warty English arse, butterbox!’

Laughter broke out all along our ramparts. Even Darell smiled, although the response had rather stolen his thunder.

‘I am Nathaniel Darell,’ he shouted, ‘and you have your reply, Dutchman. Landguard is not Sheerness! Landguard does not surrender! For God, King Charles, and England!’

There was a loud cheer at that. The Dutch colonel retired to his lines, and what seemed like moments later, the first rank of enemy musketeers formed up, took aim, and fired their first volley at our ramparts.

Hell broke loose. The smaller guns lining our ramparts and bastions, the minions which could be angled a little downwards, opened up, firing chain, grape and canister. Darell’s Marine musketeers began a withering fire against the enemy, whose close formation broke apart almost at once. The Dutchmen took cover in the dunes, or in the natural banks in the shingle, but were swiftly returning fire at a brisk pace.

‘Well, Sir Matthew,’ said Darell, drawing his pistols, ‘time for a little hot work, perchance?’

‘Time indeed, Captain Darell!’

I drew my own weapons, peered out over the rampart, took aim and fired my first pistol, then my second. The smoke made it impossible to see whether I had hit, but it did not matter. Once again, I felt that strange feeling which, in battle, comes over every man who is not a miserable coward. The blood races, the brain feels as though it is about to burst, a red mist clouds the eyes. Tristram once told me that the ancient Northmen had a word for this state: they called it ‘berserk’.

Darell had put one of his boy servants at my service, and the lad smartly reloaded both of my pistols, returning them to my hands almost before I had time to regain my breath. I fired again. All around me, the men of Landguard were doing the same: aiming, firing, reloading with speed and utter relentlessness. There were almost no words. No orders were needed, for every man knew his duty. The seamen were good enough, but the marines were remarkable. At the Battle of the Dunes, nine years before, I had witnessed the tercios of Spain, the mousequtaires du roi of France, and the Ironsides of Oliver Cromwell, all on the same battlefield: but I swear that these men were their equal. Charles Quinton and Charles Stuart alike need have had no fears of Landguard putting up a supine defence and surrendering humiliatingly.

Movement in the dunes, and along the shore, indicated that the Dutch were trying to surround the fort, to attack all or most of our sides at once. Shouts from Holland’s bastion indicated that the enemy was pressing there, and Darell and I ran along the rampart, reaching the bastion just as two or three hundred Dutchmen came out of the cover of the dunes. They ran toward the fort, carrying ladders, waving cutlasses, and screaming battle cries. I saw a grenadier reach inside his bag, take out one of his spheres of death, and light the fuse. As he drew his arm back to throw, I took aim, leaning my arm on the rampart, and fired. The fellow fell backward, and his own grenado exploded under him, turning his shattered body into a fireball.

The Dutch were at the outer bank, but the fire from Darell’s men was so withering that they were pinned down there, with no hope of reaching even the outermost palisades. A sudden shout from the other side of the fort sent Darell and I back there, to the rampart fronting the harbour mouth, where the Dutch squadron still lay – its flagship now evidently refloated. The enemy ships dared not fire for fear of hitting their own troops, who were now advancing up the beach in rather better order than those on the other side, despite their lack of cover. All the while, the Dutchmen kept up a furious fusillade, which was warmly answered by Darell’s musketeers.

‘If they attack all sides at once, we’ll be hard pressed to withstand them!’ cried Darell, just before he fired his two pistols simultaneously, one in each hand.

I spotted a movement behind the line of colliers masquerading as men-of-war.

‘Look there, Captain! Perhaps we have reinforcements!’

A trim little craft was moving out from Harwich, into the main channel, the south-westerly breeze filling her sails as she did so. She was no more than a galliot hoy, sixty tons or thereabouts, the sort of craft that, in peacetime, ran the twice-weekly mail packet service between Harwich and the Brill. By the look of her, she mounted no more than two small guns.

As the little ship moved across the harbour mouth, to do whatever her captain had in mind for her, Darell, his men and I continued to engage the furious Dutch attack. My shoulder was becoming sore from the recoil of my pistols, but still I fired, Darell’s servant boy pressing each reloaded weapon into my hand without either of us needing to utter a word.

All along the rampart, the marine musketeers were doing the same, firing with remarkable rapidity and accuracy. It was a hot afternoon, rendered even hotter by the lighted matches, the flashes of powder in pans, and the smoke of gunfire, but no man so much as unbuttoned his uniform tunic, let alone removed it. Darell had not ordered this, he said: but among themselves, the men had decided that they would defend Landguard in their uniforms, so that England’s enemies would come to know and fear the yellow colours of the Lord High Admiral’s Marine Regiment.

Still, though, the Dutch crept closer and closer up the shingle banks, giving as good as they got. A few brave men got down into the dry moat, carrying ladders and covered by musketeers behind them. But now the fessebraye came into its own, with the musketeers concealed within it able to fire in sequence with those on the rampart above, pouring lead into the advancing Dutchmen. The ladder carriers fell dead in the moat, their blood oozing out into small pools around their dead bodies. But if the Dutch persisted, and if they could reinforce this flank, they would ultimately overrun the outer palisades and fessebraye, and reach the main rampart—

And then the gods of war changed the course of the battle.

The galliot hoy ran down on a beam reach, anchored as close to the shore as she dared, and hoisted an implausibly vast red battle ensign at her main. I saw her men run out her larboard gun, probably no more than a three-pounder, and heard her captain’s command – ‘Give fire!’

Canister shot at point blank range is a terrible sight. In general, during a battle at sea, its effects are hidden by the roll or the wales of the enemy ship, or else by the smoke from one’s own and the enemy’s great guns. But there, at Landguard, I had an uninterrupted view of the slaughter on the shingle. The galliot’s gun was tiny, but at that range, supplemented by musket fire from the crew on deck, and against an enemy with no cover at their backs, it was as devastating as an entire Habsburg siege train. Doubly so, in fact: for as the canister shot struck the shingle, it kicked up the small stones, turning them into missiles as deadly as bullets. I saw one Dutchman half-turn, and watched the stones and pieces of shot strike his front, then emerge from his back. I heard another’s horrific screams and watched him grasp desperately at the bloody, formless pulp which, just a moment earlier, had been his face. Some Dutchmen turned, and tried to direct their fire at this new enemy, but that only exposed them to the fire from the fort itself.

Within a half hour or so, the galliot hoy was no longer alone. Two larger vessels moved out from Harwich, the wind filling their sails as they reached the channel, and came in behind the smaller ship.

I recognised both ships: they had been with the fleet during the previous year’s campaign.

‘The larger one, yonder, is the Truelove,’ I said to Darell. ‘Sixth rate, a true man-of-war. The other, Lenox – the Duke of Richmond’s private yacht, taken up for service.’

The two new arrivals opened up with their own batteries – demi-culverins and sakers from the Truelove, firing nine and five-pound shot, and three-pounders from the Lenox. Like the gun on their small companion, they all fired canister, which again kicked up the shingle into a literal hailstorm of death. Added to the astonishing rate of fire being kept up from the galliot hoy, the bombardment from our little English fleet forced every Dutchman on the shingle beach to seek cover or to lie flat. The one thing they could not do was to advance against the seaward defences of the fort.

The marines on the ramparts cheered the brave men of the little galliot and the arrival of the reinforcements. They redoubled their own efforts, which were already formidable enough.

I was about to level my pistol for another shot when I was aware of Darell spinning round, and falling away from me. I knelt over him and turned him toward me. His left shoulder was a mass of blood, a red stain spreading over the left side of his tunic coat.

‘It’s nothing,’ he said. ‘Nothing at all, I assure you, Sir Matthew. Worse than it looks.’

Two of his men and I propped him against the stonework, and a corporal called for the fort’s surgeon. But I had seen many wounds of all descriptions during my time, and had taken a fair few of my own, so I was reasonably well qualified to judge such things. It seemed Darell was probably correct; the wound was certainly not fatal, and if it was well tended, he would recover quickly, and in short order at that.

‘Your orders, Captain Darell?’ I said.

‘If I lose consciousness, Sir Matthew, take command. You’ll do that?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then assess the state of the battle, so you can make your dispositions accordingly if you need to. Go to the tower, Sir Matthew.’



From the top of Landguard’s chapel tower, I could see the state of the entire battlefield. On the west, where the galliot and her larger consorts were keeping up the brisk bombardment from seaward, the Dutch were faltering and beginning to fall back, leaving their equipment behind them. To the east and south, they were making no progress, with each successive assault being repulsed before they got anywhere near the ramparts. And further away, when gaps appeared in the smoke, it was clear that any concerns over the Earl of Suffolk’s conduct were also sorely misplaced. On the high ground, over toward Felixstowe village, the massed ranks of militia infantry were clearly visible. Closest to Landguard stood the cavalry, two hundred or so strong, and at the head of them flew an array of banners to strike joy into the hearts of every Englishmen, and fear into those of every Dutchman. The Union flag flew proudly above the regimental flags; but there was also one other colour, carried a little apart from all the rest. I could not make out the emblem, but knew exactly what it was. It could only be the ancient war banner of the Howards, which had once presaged the death of kings. Milord Suffolk was making his point.

I did not witness what the noble earl’s militia accomplished that day, other than hearing the sounds of distant musket exchanges; I only learned the nature of their action much later. It seems that while we were occupied at Landguard, Lord Suffolk ordered a furious attack on the Dutch troops guarding the way down from the higher ground to their boats on the beach. There was a two-hour battle, but the militia were held by the enemy, partly by small parties of gallant Dutchmen who used drake sakers as handguns, firing grapeshot into our men at point blank range. Although our troops were unable to break through to the beach, and thus destroy the enemy’s only means of escape, they prevented them from reinforcing the assault on the fort, too. Meanwhile, a large force of militia from the north of the county, which had been prevented from getting across the Deben estuary by Dutch picket boats, finally managed to reach the other shore, and paraded along Felixstowe cliff. Although these men were invisible to me, out of sight to northward, their arrival must have shaken the enemy’s resolve, and partly determined what happened next.

Nearer at hand, I could make out a small group of what were clearly senior Dutch officers, standing atop a dune, just out of range of our guns. This had to be their high command, and they could only be assessing the state of the battle, just as I was. They would know, as I then did not, that their attack on the fort was faltering, that Lord Suffolk’s reinforced militia threatened their line of retreat, and that if they were to accomplish anything at all, they would need to act swiftly and boldly.

I could not make out individual faces of the men in the command party: this was probably as well, for I later learned the identities of those present. I could not be certain whether de Ruyter himself was there, but even as I looked out over the parapet of Landguard tower, I knew in my heart that he would be. If he was prepared to take the risk of being rowed into the estuary, within range of the fort’s guns, he would certainly want to be involved in the direction of the attack. But I had no sense at all that standing alongside him was Cornelis de Witt, vice-ruler in all but name of the Dutch Republic.

If I had known I was looking at those two men through my telescope, and if I had possessed a musket with a range three or four times that of any such weapon in existence, I would still not have taken a shot to kill them.

No: I would have aimed at the third man standing beside them, the soldier in command of the Dutch land forces, and thus of this entire invasion of England.

I learned later that his name was Colonel Thomas Dolman. He was a great friend of the de Witt brothers, and a republican of the most fervent disposition. But he was not Dutch: he was English. He was one of the vile traitors who remained loyal to the memory of the dead Cromwell, and who somehow reconciled his conscience to commanding enemy troops on his native soil, leading them against his own countrymen, and giving orders to fire on loyal Englishmen.

I pray that there is a special part of hell set aside for Thomas Dolman and all of his kind.



The effect of the Dutchmen’s deliberations swiftly became apparent to me, as I continued to assess the state of the battle from the top of the tower. A detachment of perhaps two hundred men threaded its way through the dunes toward the north-east, then charged across the open ground toward the new detached sconce that fronted the northern rampart of the fort. The danger was immediately obvious. The sconce mounted two culverins and six demi-culverins. If the Dutch took it, and turned even some of our own guns against the fort, they might be able to weaken the northern rampart sufficiently to make a breach. They could still win the day, and take Landguard.

‘Sergeant!’ I shouted to a burly man standing in the middle of the western rampart, the one facing the beach.

‘Aye, Sir Matthew?’

‘Your company, with me to the gate!’

He saluted, and began to bark his orders. The western rampart could be safely denuded of most of its troops; the continuing fire from the little fleet anchored offshore still rendered any Dutch advance on that side of the fort utterly impossible.

I ran down into the courtyard, to the head of the company forming up inside the gate.

‘Your name, sergeant?’

‘Grant, Sir Matthew.’

‘Very well, Sergeant Grant, we need to make a sally forth to reinforce the sconce. It’s likely to be desperate and bloody work.’

The veteran soldier grinned.

‘The best sort, Sir Matthew.’

‘Good man.’

I took my position, drew my sword, and nodded a signal to the young ensign commanding the gate. The inner doors opened, then the outer, beyond which the drawbridge was already descending. The guns on Holland’s and Warwick’s bastions roared out a covering fire, joined by the musketeers manning the eastern rampart.

I ran out over the bridge even before it was fully lowered, jumping across the small gap to the land beyond, and turned left toward the sconce. Behind me came Grant and his men, yelling defiance at the enemy. The Dutch in the dunes opened fire, but they were too well pinned down by the deadly hail of covering fire coming from the fort to pose much of a threat to us.

I turned at the moat before Warwick’s bastion. The Dutch had broken through the palisades before the sconce, and several of them, protected from the defenders’ fire by the revetment of the rampart, were affixing a petard to the postern. Behind me, Grant’s men fanned out, firing into the attackers, then fixing their plug bayonets and charging the enemy. I saw one marine, just to my left, stick a Dutchman in the gut, pulling out intestines at the point of his bayonet.

All the while, I was screaming defiance at the enemy.

‘For England and King Charles! For Nathaniel Darell!’

A Dutch officer turned to face me, bringing up his sword and lunging forward with intent. I parried, lunged in my turn, parried again, cut for his shoulder, anticipated his defence, pulled out my pistol with my left hand and shot him in the guts. His gore splashed my cheeks.

Not an honourable fight, not an honourable killing, but this was no time for the niceties of chivalry.

Stunned by our counter-attack, the Dutch were already falling back, retreating toward the dunes to the north-east. The petard was now an irrelevance, its fuse seemingly unlit, a forlorn relic of an attack that had failed. I saluted the defenders of the sconce, then turned, and began to retire toward the bridge and the safety of the fort.

The petard exploded, its fuse evidently having been lit after all.

I remember seeing Sergeant Grant’s head being torn from his body, a fraction of a second before the blast struck my back.

I can still see the shingle rising up to meet me as I fell.

Then everything was dark.




Interlude

‘He may not be dead, Your Majesty.’

‘The evidence suggests otherwise. I think we must proceed from the assumption that your brother was killed, My Lord Ravensden.’

‘It is not necessarily so, Your Majesty. He was seen to fall. His body was seen, being carried away by the enemy. But he might yet live.’

‘Your optimism is commendable, Charles. But none of those who were as close to the exploding petard survived. We, your king, must proceed upon likelihoods, not wishful thinking. And the likelihood – no, the certainty – is that Sir Matthew Quinton, your dear brother, perished gloriously at the battle of Landguard.’



I hear an indistinct, distant sound, and put down the ancient, yellowing papers in my hand. I go to my window, and open it. The bells of London are ringing, those of Wren’s vile white monstrosity, built upon the ruins of old Saint Paul’s, leading the way. They ring because the kingdom has a new Prince of Wales. Frederick, his name is, finally come over from Hanover, and he is said to be a hopeful youth. He could be little else; a donkey would provide more hope than his father, King George the Second, who in turn is an improvement on his father, the Emperor of Dolts, the Caesar of Morons, the High King of Cretins, namely His Late Majesty George the First, of far from blessed memory. It is said that Frederick and his father hate each other, just as the present king, when he was Prince of Wales, hated, and was hated by, his own progenitor.

Family is always such a joy.

So I return to the papers: some of the very few I have in the precise hand of my enigmatic and always secretive brother, Charles Quinton, tenth Earl of Ravensden.



An Account of My Discourse with His Majesty King Charles the Second, the fifth day of July, 1667.

Being summoned to attend upon the king, I found him taking the air in Saint James’s Park, attended by Mistress Nell, several of the courtiers, and the usual large throng of petitioners, who were being kept at bay by a party of Lifeguards. His Majesty dismissed his attendants, even the lady, and beckoned me to walk privately with him, out of earshot of all, even the nearest guards.

We walked by the head of the canal, then through the avenue of trees that crossed the broad grassy avenue of the Mall.

‘My condolences upon your brother, My Lord,’ said the king. ‘He was a fine man, and a valiant officer. England will miss him. I, the king, will miss him.’

‘He may not be dead, Your Majesty.’

‘The evidence suggests otherwise. I think we must proceed from the assumption that your brother was killed, My Lord Ravensden.’

‘It is not necessarily so, Your Majesty. He was seen to fall. His body was seen, being carried away by the enemy. But he might yet live.’

‘Your optimism is commendable, Charles. But none of those who were as close to the exploding petard survived. We, your king, must proceed upon likelihoods, not wishful thinking. And the likelihood – no, the certainty – is that Sir Matthew Quinton, your dear brother, perished gloriously at the battle of Landguard.’

I inclined my head.

‘As you say, Your Majesty. I blame myself. I sent him there upon a conceit, upon exaggerated and unnecessary suspicions.’

The king placed a hand upon my shoulder.

‘Do not burden yourself so, Charles. Matt went willingly and died willingly, defending the honour of the kingdom, as he would have wanted to do. But it means we need to address the question of your title, and your estate. Assuming you are not outlived by your uncle – and if Tristram Quinton ever became the Earl of Ravensden, I would grow a long beard, betake myself to a monastery in Muscovy, and live out my days as a celibate – your heir is now a six-month old girl, your niece. Even if she lives to womanhood and inherits your lands in the fullness of time, she cannot succeed to your title.’

‘I am aware of that, Your Majesty—’

‘I take it you still refuse even to contemplate the possibility of marrying again? Yes, well, after the she-devil I inflicted on you the last time, I can’t really say I blame you. But that means your name and title will die out, Charles, after two hundred and fifty years. An illustrious name. One of England’s most famous titles. It would be a tragedy if it were so, after the services you have rendered to my throne – after your father’s gallant sacrifice at Naseby – your grandfather’s famous exploits on behalf of Queen Elizabeth—’

‘None of that can be helped, sire. Noble titles perish all the time. Great families die out, and new ones rise – consider the case of the Earl of Oxford, for instance, unless he ever fathers a son on anything other than a fleeting actress. It has ever been thus.’

The king took hold of my elbow, and lowered his voice.

‘Yes, it has ever been thus, and I, who have no children by my wife, am in no position to judge – is that what you’re thinking, Charles? You would be quite right to do so. No, ’od’s fish, I wouldn’t condemn you for thinking that, My Lord Percival. But you know why I have a particular affection for the noble house of Quinton – for yourself, and for your title.’

‘There is nothing to be done, Your Majesty. It is God’s will.’

‘We are the king, Charles Quinton. We are God’s anointed, His vice-regent here in England, so we think we know God’s will better than you. Of course something can be done – especially for the man who might be my own brother.’

‘Sir, should you be speaking of this here, where we might be overheard?’

‘My guards are trained to see nothing, and hear nothing. They are consummate masters at it, as Mistress Nell could testify. But damnation, Charles, it doesn’t matter a fig whether your mother really did lie with my father, the late king. I would honour the memory of the man who certainly was your brother, and do what I can for your name and family.’

‘Majesty, with respect, the matter of the inheritance of the estate is my affair, and I will settle it. I have already discussed entails with a lawyer recommended by my uncle Tristram—’

‘Yes, yes, of course, I’d have expected nothing less of you. Ever organised, Charles. Ever efficient. But there are things that kings can do which mere earls cannot. You take my meaning, My Lord?’

‘Not entirely, sire.’

‘Well, you shall. Remind me, Charles – your great-grandmother was a Scot, was she not? A Stuart, distant kin to my own family? Yes, I thought I recalled the connection. Very well. Leave the matter with me, My Lord of Ravensden. I need something pleasurable to occupy a little of my time before the storm breaks upon me when Parliament reconvenes, and the likes of your good-brother Sir Venner Garvey make my life a waking hell.’



This is my best recollection of the words that were actually spoken by His Majesty and myself, which explain the subsequent remarkable—

There the paper was torn, the conclusion of the document long lost. But even in its truncated form, it provides a clear enough explanation for the strange circumstance that arose from it, and of the reasoning which persuaded King Charles to take the most extraordinary of courses.




Part Three

The English Channel

July 1667




Chapter Thirteen


All my past life is mine no more,

The flying hours are gone,

Like transitory dreams given o’er,

Whose images are kept in store

By memory alone.

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, Love and Life



The dreams of the dead are these.

My father, surrounded by flames, being cut apart by devils, crying out against Jezebels. My grandfather, riding a great dragon, proclaiming that his work is not done, swearing profusely as he does so. My wife, nude and alluring, her form suddenly shifting into that of Aphra Behn, nude and alluring, and thence back again.

My daughter, grown to womanhood, her cheeks rouged, but still with that same dark, accusing stare as she consigns me to the fire – I fall into the flames – downward, ever more downward – and there is Francis Gale, reading over me the service for the dead, but in Latin – and he shifts into the sinister thin form of the Seigneur de Montnoir, clad in the black robe of a Knight of Malta – still downward, and there is my daughter still—

And then there came a kind of waking.

I think I was aware of motion first. The familiar pitch and roll, yaw and sway, of a ship’s hull suggested either that I was not dead, or that sixteen centuries of popes, prelates and preachers were entirely deluded, and that heaven is, in fact, a great ship, sailing eternally across some celestial ocean.

Then there were the sounds, and they, too were familiar. Orders being barked, whistles being blown, bells being rung. Gunports being opened. Gunports being closed. So the Ship of Heaven was armed, then, and heavily armed, at that: I found this reassuring, even if I was vaguely aware of a possibility that it somehow contradicted the precepts expressed in the Book of Common Prayer.

Finally, there was sight, too, as I managed to find the strength to lift my impossibly heavily eyelids. And there, leaning over me, was surely the gatekeeper of paradise, the captain of the Ship of Heaven, who could only be Saint Peter—

But it was not.

‘Matthias,’ he said. ‘Not dead once again. Good. At least my sister will be pleased.’

No, I was not dead, and this was not heaven. Indeed, it was rather closer to hell, for not only was I evidently a prisoner of the Dutch, I was specifically a prisoner of my brother-in-law, Cornelis van der Eide, a senior captain of the Zeeland Admiralty. And when the van der Eide twins were born, all of the joy, the laughter, and the love of life had been poured into my Cornelia, and all the gloomy Calvinistic cant of their parents went into Cornelis.

I tried to speak, but could not. I tried to raise my head, but it was as though it was being pinned down under the barrel of a culverin.

So instead, I considered the ironies of fate. During the Battle of Lowestoft, two years earlier, Cornelis had been compelled to surrender to me. He spent the winter on parole with Cornelia and I at Ravensden House, until an exchange could be arranged in the spring. What a grim winter that had been, until fortuitously, I was commissioned to command the Gothenburg mast convoy. By the time I returned, Cornelis had been exchanged; and my relief at his departure was doubled – nay, quadrupled – by the fact that he was exchanged for Captain Beaudesert Harris, my friend, who had been taken by the Dutch in the Lowestoft fight.

Now the wheel really had turned full circle.

When my good-brother visited me on the following day, I was able to speak without too much pain, although my right side still felt as though I had been kicked by a veritable team of horses, I could see burns and scarring beneath my loose bandages, but by some miracle, the blast seemed not to have damaged my innards. My head was splitting, though, but at least I no longer dreamed the dreams of the dead.

‘What happened?’ I demanded. ‘I remember the petard exploding at Landguard, but after that…’

‘Many of your men were dead around you,’ said Cornelis. ‘Our men thought you were dead, too, and resumed their attack, but when that was repulsed and they were starting to retreat, one of our sergeants saw your arm move. He recognised your uniform as that of a senior officer, and thought you might be a useful prisoner to take. So you were taken out to the Domburg. One of her officers is a Veere man, and he thought he recognised you from your time there. Word got round the fleet, and eventually reached me. The surgeons all thought you were likely to die, so I ordered you brought here, aboard the Adelaar, rather than taken back to Rotterdam in one of the tenders. If you were really going to die, brother, I thought you would wish to depart the world on a man-of-war, surrounded by warriors, in the company of one who might pass for family.’

I was astonished, and lost for words. The principal emotions that Cornelis van der Eide had directed toward me in the nine years of our acquaintance were, when he was at his most affable, a vaguely tolerant condescension, and that only for his sister’s sake; when he was at his most churlish, which was frequently, his attitude toward me was little better than downright contempt. This seemed to be because he regarded me as an overdressed, pampered scion of a corrupt, monarchical, aristocratic system, and of a High Church faith that offended every bone in his republican, Calvinistic body. Moreover, he, who had first gone to sea when he was nine, regarded my being captain of a man-of-war as an unforgiveable offence against the laws of the sea and natural justice. But on the other hand, Cornelis had once saved my life, during my desperate Scottish mission five years earlier; that and the words he had just uttered made me suspect that perhaps, at long last, and despite the inherent unlikelihood of the notion, my brother-in-law might actually be starting to like me.

‘How long have I been lying here?’ I asked.

‘Some ten days. For most of them, you have been in a delirium, often crying out about some creature called la belle dame sans merci. It is a miracle that you live, Matthias.’

‘Ten days? Then where are we? Is the peace signed? Does Cornelia know I live?’

‘We are in what you call your English Channel, brother, which we sail unchallenged. There is no peace, or at least, none of which word has reached us. And as for my sister… I sent a landing party ashore on your headland, Dungeness. At my command, they placed a letter for her on the altar of a church. God willing, it will have reached her by now.’

I took hold of Cornelis’s hand, and gripped it tightly in thanks. We had two things in common, and only two: we were both regarded as proficient captains of men-of-war, despite having reached that destination by very different routes; and we both loved the same dear, erratic, headstrong young woman, his twin sister, my wife.



Two days later, I was well enough to take a turn on deck, albeit hobbling on a pair of sticks and moving like a man of – well, like the very ancient man I am now. The Dutch fleet was a formidable sight: perhaps fifty sail, making a very slow, stately progress down the Channel, flaunting their flag and their power in front of those watching from England. I recognised the shore to starboard well enough. There was Selsey Bill, and there Spithead. The low shape of the Wight lay ahead, Saint Helen’s Bay full of merchantmen cowering together for protection against the oncoming Dutch armada. Whatever the consequences for my own safety, I prayed to see a great squadron emerging from Portsmouth, led by the mightiest of all England’s men-of-war, which lay in harbour there: the Sovereign herself, sailing out to avenge Chatham and her lost sister, the Royal Charles. But nothing stirred. Not one hoy, one ketch, one yacht, one dogger. Nothing.

‘Well, brother,’ said Cornelis. ‘Are you in a fit state to inspect my ship, do you think?’

‘And why would I wish to do that, Captain van der Eide?’

‘It is my experience, Sir Matthew, that every captain possesses an irresistible urge to examine the ships commanded by other men. In that, we are no better than women gawping at the dresses worn by others of their kind.’

The slight lifting of Cornelis’s lips indicated that this was what passed for one of his very rare jokes.

‘Well, brother, I think you probably have the right of it. Lead on, Captain van der Eide.’

The Adelaar was a ship of the Zeeland Admiralty, a product of the fine shipyard at Zierkikzee. Like all Dutch ships, she differed from ours in appearance: square tucked at the stern, rather than with the round tuck found on our men-of-war, she also rode higher out of the water, the Dutch requiring shallower draughts to enable them to pass through their coastal shoals. The rather higher profile of Dutch ships meant that their decks sloped more sharply. This caused me nearly to fall three or four times: admittedly, I was unsteady on my feet in any case, but on one of his own quarterdecks, an Englishman is used to balancing thus, whereas aboard a Dutchman, he has to balance thus.

The Adelaar was roughly the same size as our Henry, a great ship of the second rate, but whereas our hull mounted near to eighty guns, Cornelis’s bore only sixty. The effect of this was most apparent down on the main gun deck, the kuildek as Cornelis called it, to which I descended with some pain and difficulty. It was less crowded than that of an English man-of-war, with more space between each gun. The guns themselves differed, too. A ship of ours, of this size, would carry demi-cannon, firing thirty-two-pound shot; the very largest guns in our inventory, the cannon-of-seven carried aboard the likes of the Sovereign and the Royal Charles, fired no less than forty-two-pound balls. But the largest guns on the Adelaar were no more than twenty-four pounders. It had been proven time and again, in this war and the one in Cromwell’s time, that if our fleet and the Dutch stood toe to toe, and fought out an artillery battle at point blank, there would be only one winner. But also time and again, the Dutch weakness in weaponry was offset by their skill in seamanship, or our mistakes, or sheer good fortune; or, as some would have it, because they had the devil on their side. It could only be the devil, for God, of course, is English.

In many respects, the interior of the Adelaar was little different to that of an English man-of-war. All ships, of all nations, have the same essential design and equipment, after all. But nevertheless, it is easy to distinguish them, and not just because of the different design or number of guns. For one thing, they have a different smell. It is impossible to tell why this should be so: damp wood is damp wood, and all the northern navies rely on the same supplies of pitch, tar, canvas and the like. Perhaps it is whatever substances the seamen of different nations use to polish their great guns. Or perhaps it is just that every nationality has its own patriotic stink, and that if you ram enough Englishmen or Dutchmen into a confined space, you will soon tell them apart easily enough. I omit the French from consideration. It is very easy, even if blindfolded, to know when one is aboard a French ship: no matter how draconian their chefs d’escadre and intendants attempt to be, they cannot convince the French sailor that it is anything other than his natural, God-given right as a Frenchman to shit between decks.

The men of the Adelaar’s off-duty watch sprang to attention around their mess tables as their captain approached. Cornelis was clearly well respected, and had a good rapport with his men.

‘Ho there, Harald,’ he said to a man who was rather older than all the others in his mess, ‘how fares the chief of my Vikings?’

The greybeard mumbled something which contained a few Dutch words that I knew, and lengthy passages in a tongue which I dimly recognised as Norwegian. It was the same all the way along the deck: the languages spoken aboard the Adelaar were a veritable babel. There was some Spanish, much German, and even a little Italian. Not only were different tongues in evidence, but so, too, were numerous crucifixes, a thing that would have been inconceivable aboard a man-of-war of King Charles. But Dutch crews were ever more diverse than English ones. They had many more merchant ships, and did not press men into their navy, so they had to make up their numbers by attracting—

At the mess table by one of the twenty-four pounders, one fellow seemed to be hanging well back, trying to hide himself in the shadows and the tackle. But I recognised the gait, and the hair.

‘Macferran? Is that you, man?’

The young Scot emerged into the light, and knuckled his forehead nervously, his eyes cast firmly to the deck. Cornelis, displaying uncharacteristic perspicacity, moved away to talk to the men of another mess, across the deck.

‘Sir Matthew,’ whispered Macferran. ‘Tha mi duilich. I’m sorry, Sir Matthew.’

I was preparing a great speech in my head – something about the price of treachery, and the terrible, sinful betrayal of his king and country – but Macferran’s pitiful apology quite deflated me. Instead, all I could manage was one question, the simplest of all.

‘Why, man?’

The wound I took at Landguard – every wound I had ever taken – hurt less than the pain I felt from seeing the Scot standing before me. Macferran was one of my own: a fisherman-poacher who latched onto my Cornish following when the Jupiter was in the Western Isles of Scotland during my second commission as a king’s captain. A brave, honest young fellow who had been with me for much of the time ever since. A man I would gladly entrust with my life – as I had, more than once.

At long last, he looked me in the eyes, and I saw that there were tears in his.

‘The king don’t pay, Sir Matthew. Not one penny in hard coin, for all the time I’ve served in this war. Just tickets that the Treasury never redeem, so you’ve got to sell to brokers. And the cut they take – aye, it’s criminal, that it is, a mockery of all the risks we took, and the blood we shed. The Dutch pay well, Sir Matthew. No pressing there, so they have to.’ A few of the men standing nearby, who knew the English tongue and were accustomed to Macferran’s accent, nodded their agreement. ‘And some of the boys from Ardnamurchan, they’d served the butterboxes last summer, that they had, and told me what they’d made. Near enough to pay for the tenancy on a good croft. So with no fleet of our own setting out – and you not having a command, Sir Matthew, else I’d have volunteered for you and taken my chances with the king’s tickets—’

His eyes sank back to the deck.

I was furious, of course. My sense of honour, the Quinton honour, would never permit me to take up arms for another country against my own. My father died, and my brother had taken terrible wounds, for an impossible, doomed cause. And I had fought, and bled, and hurt, for none but my king—

There, once, I would have gone no further. I would have felt nothing but the hurt at this man’s betrayal; my man’s betrayal. But now I was older, I had been in a war, and I knew that same king rather better. I had seen the shambles at Chatham, and witnessed what happened during the Privy Council’s interrogation of Peter Pett.

I thought of Tristram, whose loyalties and sense of honour had always been so much more flexible than those of the rest of my family. Tristram would understand perfectly what Macferran was saying; and Tristram, I was certain, would forgive him.

‘We shall speak on the matter again, Macferran,’ I said.

I hoped I sounded stern, but I fear I did not, as I was barely able to utter the words without sobbing.




Chapter Fourteen


My shield and reliance

Are you, o God my Lord.

It is you on whom I want to rely,

Never leave me again.

[Grant] that I may remain brave,

Your servant for always,

And [may] defeat the tyranny,

Which pierces my heart.

English translation of the sixth stanza of the Wilhelmus, the national anthem of the Netherlands



The Dutch fleet swept along the south coast of England as though it were upon a peacetime training cruise in the Wadden Sea. There was still no word of the signing of the peace treaty at Breda, so we were still technically at war. But there was no fighting; or at least, none in close proximity to us. Despatch vessels brought news of what was happening in what I still thought of as the British Seas. Cornelis and his officers had no qualms about speaking freely of any of this before me: while some might not know that I spoke their language, it did not matter if they did, for I could hardly send any intelligence ashore. The lieutenant, Carlsen, a pencil-thin and surprisingly swarthy Dane, was particularly garrulous, and took especial delight in recounting the successes of his adoptive countrymen. Thus I learned that the Dutch still had a squadron in the Thames, harassing our trade. Spragge had sallied out against it, and deterred it from attempting to attack the shipping upriver, but we lacked the ships to drive the enemy off our coast entirely. The same was true of another Dutch squadron, which had been sent north to Scotland. There was confident talk among Cornelis’s officers that the Scots Calvinists would rise once again, as they had done the previous autumn, and that perhaps a godly republic, a good friend to the Netherlands, might be established in Charles Stuart’s northern kingdom. Carlsen was even convinced that such an eventuality would lead to the return of Orkney and Shetland to the rule of his native country, which, he said, had never surrendered its rights to them. I thought all of this impossible, a terrible vision that could never come to pass. But after the successive horrors of plague, fire and Chatham, the breakup of the British kingdoms would be but a lesser nightmare.

I was looking out longingly from the quarterdeck of the Adelaar toward the Dorset coast and the distant church tower of Lyme, when I became aware of Cornelis approaching me.

‘Well, brother,’ he said, ‘your recovery is evidently complete.’

The pains in my head and side said otherwise, but I did not think to contradict Cornelis; after all, his confidence in my health might mean that I was about to be landed on England’s shore, a free man.

‘You think so, brother?’

‘My opinion counts little, Matthias. But the lieutenant admiral is keen to meet you. He has invited you aboard De Zeven Provincien.’

De Ruyter himself!

Of course, there was a part of me that hated the man for all the hurt he had inflicted on England. But one does not turn down meetings with the creators of history out of a sense of national shame, or personal embarrassment; and, when all is said and done, a prisoner is in no position to turn down anything.

The next hour or two passed in a blur. I had no suit of clothes appropriate for a meeting with any respectable gentleman, let alone a living legend, so Cornelis, who was somewhat shorter than I, passed one of his best outfits to a sailmaker who was said once to have been the best tailor in Middelburg. By the time I stepped down into the Adelaar’s longboat to be rowed across the calm sea, I was easily dressed well enough to pass muster at a Whitehall levée.

I was whistled aboard the Dutch flagship to cries of ‘bij de valreep!’, and received by an immaculate side party of uniformed musketeers, evidently their equivalent of our marines, who brought their weapons to attention as I stepped onto the upper deck. Seamen eyed me curiously, and not only on account of my pronounced limp. A young officer who spoke excellent English informed me that I was to meet the admiral in his great cabin, and I was taken below decks, then into the commander-in-chief’s grand space at the stern of the ship. It was very much like every admiral’s cabin I had ever entered, albeit a little less elaborately decorated. A large oak table dominated the space, and its top, in turn, was filled by a waggoner chart of the coasts of Devon and Cornwall.

But of the famous seaman himself, there was no sign. True, there was another man in the cabin, but he, side-on to me in the corner of the larboard quarter, was no legendary admiral, that was certain.

I had seen the great de Ruyter once before. Admittedly, it was at night, and he was illuminated only for one fleeting moment by the stern lanterns of this very ship, the Seven Provinces, as my Royal Sceptre sailed past her on the opposite tack. But he had raised his hat in salute, and I had even been able to make out his moustache. Since then, I had often dreamed of that moment. The image remained fixed in my memory, frozen and immutable. De Ruyter was a colossus, an Olympian hero, the flames of his lanterns sparkling in his eyes – although, of course, those eyes had been far too distant for me to make them out, that night in the midst of the colossal Four Days’ Battle.

The creature before me had a moustache; but there, any resemblance to the great admiral ended. Here was an old man, a shambling creature attired in a stained shirt, open to the navel, and dirty breeches. His blackened feet were bare. He was holding a broom, and was sweeping the deck of the cabin.

I was impatient, and this servant – for he was clearly far too old to be a seaman – was ignoring me.

‘Ho, fellow,’ I said, in my haughtiest Dutch, ‘when will the admiral return?’

He stopped brushing, leaned on the broom, and studied me.

‘An Englishman who speaks Dutch,’ he said, slowly. Here was a creature of mean wits. ‘How is that, then?’

‘None of your business, fellow,’ I said.

But then I thought, perhaps this oaf may be some sort of favourite of the admiral – say, a simple but gallant soul who might have saved his commander’s life on previous occasions, perhaps taking wounds to the head in the process – and the great de Ruyter might take offence if I was too harsh on him. After all, I often wondered just what those who encountered Phineas Musk before meeting me made of the man who knowingly employed such a villain.

‘It happens that my wife is Dutch,’ I said, to mollify the oldster.

He frowned, as though such a union was beyond his comprehension.

‘So,’ he said at length, ‘you English want to steal not just our trade, but our women, too?’

I was hot, I was exhausted through pain, and I was humiliated by being a prisoner. I could have said something that a man of honour should have said. But I did not.

‘By Christ,’ I cried in English, ‘if I was Admiral de Ruyter, I would have you flogged for such gross impertinence!’

I remembered my audience, and began to repeat my words in Dutch – door Christus! – but the old man merely laughed.

Then he looked back at me levelly, and said in perfect English, ‘Do you know, Sir Matthew, I think I concur wholeheartedly with you?’

There is a saying about wishing for the ground to open up and swallow you whole. But at that moment, in the great cabin of the Seven Provinces, I wished the ship would vanish from beneath my feet, and that I would plummet like a stone to the very bottom of the ocean.

As it was, I blushed so powerfully that I can still remember the burning in my cheeks. I essayed the most extravagant bow I could manage, but suspect, with hindsight, that it was a fumbled, laughable affair.

‘Lieutenant Admiral,’ I said. ‘Bestevaer.’

To this day, I do not know why I said it; why I addressed this old man by the nickname which his own sailors and captains, like my brother-in-law Cornelis, bestowed on him.

Grandfather.

In return, Michiel Adrianszoon de Ruyter, the greatest seaman of that or any other age, smiled, stepped forward, and embraced me warmly.



Two hours later, as the party assembled for dinner in the great cabin sat down at the same oak table, both the scene and the admiral had been transformed. De Ruyter now wore a fine silk coat, crossed by an orange sash, the jewel and golden collar of a chivalric order around his neck. He looked every inch a great and noble warrior, and he had invited a select and illustrious band to dine with us. Willem, Baron van Ghent, commander of the Dutch Marines, was a red-cheeked fellow with a pleasant smile and impeccable manners. Admiral Aert van Nes was a mountain of a man with pronounced cheekbones which made his expression permanently fierce: and it became even fiercer when he learned that I had been at Landguard, for his brother Jan was the unfortunate schout-bij-nacht whose flagship ran aground opposite the fort, in the channel leading to Harwich. Van Nes’s embarrassment was palpable.

The fifth member of the party was my good-brother Cornelis, who was – well, Cornelis.

That left the sixth member of our party, a slim fellow with long, effeminate black hair and a laughable little moustachio. But as soon as he was named to me, I knew that I disregarded this man at my peril. For he was Cornelis de Witt, elder brother of Johan: and Johan de Witt was, to all intents and purposes, the Dutch Cromwell, the effective ruler of the United Provinces of the Netherlands.

‘Sir Matthew Quinton,’ he said. ‘Your exploits are notorious throughout my republic. You have inconvenienced us mightily.’

He was a surly, antagonistic sort of fellow, and I am afraid to say that I responded in kind.

‘I have merely served my king and country, Meinheer de Witt.’

‘I will not demean your country, Sir Matthew. Yours is a great nation. A noble nation, if a misguided one, all too often. But your king is a whore-master, and all Europe knows it.’ If I was armed, I would have demanded satisfaction there and then. ‘As for you – if I could, I would send you to Holland to stand trial for the part you played in the raid on the Vlie and Terschelling. All the burning, all the cargoes destroyed, the good men ruined. It was an atrocity, plain and simple, and I would see you dangle from a rope for it. But Admiral de Ruyter objects, and says that treating you thus would be against the laws of war. As far as I am concerned, though, Sir Matthew Quinton, the law of the True Freedom of the United Provinces takes precedence over any so-called laws of war.’

The admiral came over at that moment.

‘Meinheer de Witt,’ he said, with every semblance of amiability, ‘Sir Matthew is my guest, and here, on this ship, in this fleet, the only law that matters is the law of Michiel de Ruyter. So let us have no discourtesy and discord, and enjoy a hearty meal as friends.’

The politician stared at the admiral, then bowed curtly to de Ruyter and myself and went to take his place at the table.

We all sat, and the admiral’s servants supplied us with what was, indeed, a most splendid repast. De Ruyter and his ship’s cook must have been keen to impress: the feast comprised beef, chicken, smoked herrings, oysters, quails, bacon, cabbage, and salads of various kinds, all washed down by Rhenish and Malaga wines. The beef was particularly succulent, and I made a comment to that effect.

‘Good,’ said the admiral, ‘seeing as it’s one of your English cows. A raiding party took a few of them off your Isle of Portland.’

All of us laughed, even van Nes; all except Cornelis de Witt, who seemed still to be consumed by his own thoughts.

‘I trust you will make reparation when the peace is finally signed, Lieutenant Admiral,’ I said merrily, for I was determined not to show the shame I felt at being entertained by my captors.

‘Of course, Sir Matthew. Full and proper reparation. Except the Royal Charles, of course – we shall keep that.’

More laughter from all except de Witt, and this time, I, too, did not join in.

Perhaps sensing my discomfort, de Ruyter rose, compelling the rest of us to do the same. He raised his delicate Venetian wine glass, and spoke in English.

‘My Lord van Ghent, Sir Matthew, Burgomaster de Witt—’ was that a calculated insult, to remind Cornelis de Witt that the only official position he actually held within the Dutch republic was that of a provincial mayor? – ‘I give you the health of His Britannic Majesty King Charles the Second. May his life be long, and his reign glorious!’

We duly toasted the king. I knew I had to respond, but took a few moments to think of some words.

I rose, and spoke in Dutch.

‘To their High Mightinesses, the Estates General, and the good people of the United Provinces. A land dear to my heart, for it generously gave me the woman I love!’

The sentiment was warmly applauded. Then we sat, and began to tackle a large ball of Edam cheese. None of us expected there to be a third toast, nor for it to be proposed by the inscrutable Cornelis de Witt. But he rose to his feet, and the rest of us fell silent.

‘To peace,’ he said. I was about to rise, but de Witt had not finished. ‘To a permanent and just peace between England and the Netherlands. A peace during which King Charles will realise that nothing is to be gained by trying to promote his nephew to a puppet Dutch throne. A peace in which his kingdom will abandon its arrogant pretensions. A peace by which England will finally recognise that its true interest lies in joining with us against the common enemy of both countries. So, gentlemen – peace, and damnation to King Louis and France!’

There was a moment’s embarrassed silence. De Witt could hardly have known that my wife supported the pretensions of Prince William of Orange to reclaim the hereditary offices of his ancestors; but the undisguised fury on my brother-in-law’s face told its own story.

So did the faces of the other dinner guests. There was an entire Shakespearean canon of tensions in the cabin, and I, a foreigner, was not privy to any of it. But it was clear to me in that instant that we English were not alone in being riven by factions, hatreds, and petty jealousies: or, as others call those things, ‘politics’.

Admiral de Ruyter redeemed the situation. He rose, lifted his glass, and echoed de Witt’s toast in its shortest and least offensive form.

‘To peace!’

We all rose, even Cornelis van der Eide, and echoed the words.



It was very late: the ship’s bell of the Seven Provinces had just tolled the beginning of the hondewacht, the graveyard watch. But I was still in the admiral’s cabin of the flagship, sharing a bottle of brandywine with Michiel de Ruyter, who was once again stripped to his shirt and breeches, and puffing contentedly upon his pipe.

‘I like England,’ he said, the words just very slightly slurred, ‘and the English. It is a tragedy that we are at war, when we should be the best friends in the world. Meinheer de Witt is right in that, at least.’

He spoke the words in English, displaying an almost flawless fluency; certainly far superior to my Dutch. He had spent quite some time exhausting the various English words of apology in an endeavour to placate any offence I might have taken from de Witt’s behaviour.

‘How did you come to speak our tongue so well, sir?’

‘Ha! I was born an Englishman, Sir Matthew. Didn’t know that, did you? Well, damn near an Englishman, at any rate. Flushing, as you call it, was one of the towns your Queen Elizabeth demanded as surety before she’d send an army to help us against the Spanish. A canny woman, that – twenty years later, the English flag still flew over Flushing, and that’s the flag I was born under. But I can even speak some of the old Irish, too. Traded often to your Londonderry, when I was a boy…’

The admiral had a pleasant, soothing voice, exactly that of a grandfather reading stories to a small child. It was so easy to sit there, in the presence of greatness, being lulled by his words and the strong drink—

I felt a shiver run through me, and although it was a warm July night, I suddenly felt the cold of the tomb.

Michiel de Ruyter’s talk was so intelligent and enjoyable that I could not fathom how the thought could possibly have taken root in my mind. The unworthy, dishonourable thought. The whispered insinuation of an invisible devil upon my shoulder. A whisper which grew louder, and louder, until it was a scream.

Kill him.

It would be so simple. De Ruyter was unarmed, and old. I could be upon him in two strides. I could snatch the sword that lay on the table, and run him through with it. Or I could simply strangle him with my bare hands.

Kill him.

It might not be suicide, either. It should be possible to clamber out of the stern windows of the great cabin, and take hold of the painter securing the longboat, being towed along in the wake of the Seven Provinces. In the darkness, I could drift to the rear of the fleet, fashion some form of jury rig, steer for the coast.

Kill him.

Chatham had to be avenged. I had made that vow, on the banks of the Swale, as Ves Thornavon lay wounded. England’s dire humiliation had to be reversed. What better way to do it than by killing the man responsible for it?

Kill him.

And even if I did not manage to escape, I would at least die having redeemed my country—

Kill him.

But at what price? My soul would burn in hellfire for all eternity, of course, but there were worse things than that.

Kill him.

Killing Michiel de Ruyter would be murder, plain and simple. The killing, in cold blood, of a great and noble warrior. Not even that: the slaughter of one human being.

Kill him.

Yes, there were worse things than hell. Such an act would make me a murderer, no better than the common criminals who swung at Tyburn Tree. While many in the ignorant mob would cheer my deed, thinking men would damn my memory. The great name of Quinton would be nought, its honour forever besmirched. Cornelia would have to live with the shame, and my daughter would grow up knowing her father was one of the most infamous villains who ever walked the earth.

I realised that the admiral had stopped talking, and was watching me intently.

‘You look a little pale, Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘I hope all my talk hasn’t made you ill? We old men do tend to ramble on.’

I attempted a smile, and raised my glass toward him.

‘Far from it, sir. I feel better now than I have for some time.’




Chapter Fifteen


When stormy winds do blow

And waves do mount aloft,

And tempests threaten us with death

I think upon thee oft.

In midst of dangers great

Some comfort still I find

To know I have a faithful friend

That ever will prove kind.

Anon., The Seaman’s Answer



The Dutch fleet continued its leisurely progress westward. There was no sign of war: no English vessels ventured out to oppose us, and the few privateers and merchantmen which were at sea steered well clear of us. But there was no sign of peace, either. The latest word from Breda was that the negotiations were foundering over the nutmeg trade from the East Indies, and other such strange preoccupations of the diplomats. The Dutch wanted Surinam back, it was said, but were not concerned about the much less valuable, insignificant northern colony which they had lost to us at the beginning of the war, and which we now called New York. So while men argued over who should possess faraway places and obscure points of law, the warriors of both sides were condemned still to fight.

All this was told me by Cornelis as we sat in his cabin. He lifted the blue bottle on the table, poured himself a large measure, and then, almost as an afterthought, refilled my own cup. This occurred several times, and with every refill, so Cornelis van der Eide became, if anything, even more morose than was his custom, and critical of those in authority, which was certainly not his custom. I had never previously heard him utter a word against the Admiralty of Zeeland, which employed him; but now he held forth at length on their endless delays over settling the arrears of his kostpenningen, the allowance paid to Dutch captains for victualling their own ships. This was one of the peculiarities of the Dutch method, and one of the principal differences between their navy and ours, which had a central victualling office. I silently thanked God that, as a captain of King Charles, I had not been compelled to haggle with butchers, grocers and brewers, as Cornelis was, so I was not altogether surprised that a good fighting captain should bemoan such iniquities, and do so by quaffing ever more jenever.

Nevertheless, this was all passing strange. In the ten years that I had known my brother-in-law, he was always a temperate man: not one of those strange, unmanly creatures who eschews drink altogether, but a sober fellow, as befitted the son of an elder of the Calvinist church of Veere. Now, though, Captain Cornelis van der Eide was drinking jenever as if it were water.

‘I envy you the condition of marriage, Matthias,’ he said, changing the subject to a matter that seemed to make him, if anything, even more morose. ‘I am aware of the years passing – we are twenty-seven, you and I, brother, so we have both probably seen our best days. You have a wife, and a daughter, and God willing, you shall have sons. But I have nothing.’

More than passing strange, for Cornelis had never confided to me in this way; nor, indeed, in any way at all.

‘Surely you will inherit from your father?’

Van der Eide pere might have made his son seem akin to an Italian comedian, but there was no doubting his shrewd business sense, which principally involved spending as little money as possible. Consequently, even in Zeeland, a land full of stomach-proud burghers if ever there was one, the family van der Eide was a byword for commercial acumen.

‘True,’ said Cornelis. ‘I have thought much on it, these last months. The van der Eide warehouses, and our investments, and our trade with the Baltic… Once the war ends, duty demands that I return to Veere, to take on the business.’

‘That was not what I meant.’

Cornelis had served in the Dutch fleet, in ships of the Admiralty of Zeeland, since he was a boy. He was a navy man through and through, and until that moment, I had believed his path was irrevocably set for him: schout-bij-nacht, if not in this war then in the next one, then upward through the ranks, perhaps even to become Lieutenant Admiral of Zeeland in the fullness of time. In the Netherlands, relatively humble birth was no obstacle to such high rank, as the career of Michiel de Ruyter proved.

‘No, brother. But this war… these battles… my thinking has changed. On a great many matters. You have experienced the same, have you not, brother? Your friend Berkeley, for instance, who fell in the four-day fight? Several of my friends, men I grew up with, have perished, some of them before my eyes. Dozens of good men, too, who came to sea to serve under me. So many dead now – so many widows and orphans made. Whenever I go outside our house in Veere, I see them, and I cannot meet their eyes. Cannot meet their eyes, Matthias. And no matter how hard I pray, I cannot answer why God has preordained their deaths, and preserved my life. Yet if I live, and do not leave some kind of a posterity behind me, what purpose will there have been to any of it? What purpose to their lives, and my survival?’

Cornelis drained his cup, refilled it, and took another mouthful. This was moving into the realm of the astonishing: that the most fatalistic disciple of predestination I had ever met should seem to be questioning the entire basis of his faith.

‘And our republic,’ he said. ‘Our “true freedom”. The longer this war continues, the more apparent it is that Holland dominates all – Meinheer de Witt, his brother and their Amsterdam friends will give the other provinces a few crumbs, but always the interests of Holland first. God forbid that a Zeelander should command our fleet, for instance. You remember the Lowestoft battle, as you call it?’

‘How could I not, brother? You surrendered to me, as I recall.’

‘True, that I did. And why was our fleet in such disorder? Obdam, our admiral, was dead. Evertsen, of Zeeland, should have been second-in-command, as the best, the most senior admiral in the entire republic. But would the Hollanders let him take command? No, anyone but a Zeelander. Better a Chinaman than a Zeelander. So we have two Hollanders hoisting the command flag, and none of the sons of Amsterdam willing to rally to Evertsen’s flag.’

Another long draught of the jenever.

‘De Ruyter is a Zeelander,’ I said.

‘Zeeland born, true. But sailed out of Rotterdam and Amsterdam for so long, even the Hollanders are grudgingly prepared to accept him as one of their own. Only as long as he doesn’t utter a word in support of the Prince of Orange, of course. God forbid that the prince should be restored to his ancestors’ offices, no matter how worthy he proves of them. I’m done with it all, Matthias. Done with it, I tell you.’

‘You’d abandon the navy entirely? Never serve the republic again?’

Cornelis’s eyes were bleary now, his speech slightly slurred. I had never known him drunk before. Despite the enormity of what he was telling me, I very nearly liked him in this condition: for the very first time in the nine years that I had known him, my good-brother was almost tolerable company.

‘Perhaps, if my country was in dire necessity – if a new Duke of Alva came against us, say. And if the prince took power, and called upon my sword… But otherwise, no. I have had my fill of war, Matthias, and of those who rule our country. I am done with killing your countrymen, and seeing my own slaughtered. I shall return to Veere, find a wife, and settle down to become a fat merchant, praying for nought but peace and profit, like my father. Maybe get my portrait painted by Maes or van der Helst. So let us drink to it – here, more jenever, brother, and let’s both pray that we have fought our last battles.’



Another couple of days later, on a bright, warm July morning, the fleet dropped anchor in Plymouth Sound. I stood on the deck of the Adelaar, taking in the familiar sights of the anchorage broad, from Rame Head, past Saint Nicholas island, round to Wembury. That an enemy fleet should dare to lie here, in one of our own principal harbours – but I was almost numb to such humiliations now. And it could have been worse. The previous day, de Ruyter had sent out frigates to scout the approaches to Dartmouth, where our merchant fleet from the Straits was taking refuge. There would be rich cargoes from Cadiz, Italy and the Levant, and the loss of them might cause a run upon the Exchange, if not worse. But, thank God, the frigates reported that our castles of Dartmouth and Kingswear bristled with men and guns, and that any attempt to force the river would be madness.

Nor would the Dutch dare to attempt anything against Plymouth. Cornelis gave me his telescope, and from the quarterdeck, I could see the Royal Citadel, which I knew from my time in these parts during the previous summer. Its construction was now considerably more advanced, and its ramparts were already far more formidable than those of Landguard. Moreover, the Hoe was full of armed men, as were the cliffs behind Cawsand on the one shore, and above Mount Batten on the other. The militias of Devon and Cornwall were putting on a mighty show for the benefit of Admiral de Ruyter and his men. I thanked God that there was no sign of any show from our navy in these parts, for that consisted solely of my former ship, the fifth-rate frigate Jupiter, commanded by my dear friend Beaudesert Harris. If Beau had any sense, he would have his ship well up the Cattewater or the Hamoaze, far away from the vast batteries of guns aboard the Dutch fleet.

My good-brother came up by my side.

‘Still no word of peace,’ said Cornelis. He had largely eschewed jenever since his strange confession to me, and had not mentioned his projected new life again. ‘And so we must appear to remain warlike, Matthias. The admiral has sent orders for this ship to cruise to the westward. My apologies, brother. I wish nothing more than to be able to set you ashore, so you can return to my sister and niece. I look forward to meeting the acquaintance of that young lady, once this war finally ends.’

What would Madeleine, la belle dame sans merci, make of her Dutch uncle? Would she give him her smiles, or the death-stare?

It was strange how we had that conversation in that particular moment. It was almost as though my daughter was some sort of seeress of old, and the very act of thinking of her conjured up some manifestation of her existence. I am told there are still parts of the world where women are burned for such things.

A ketch was coming alongside the Adelaar, and after a brief conversation with her skipper, Cornelis returned to the quarterdeck, where he presented me with a small bundle of papers.

‘Copies of some of your English news-papers, and other writings,’ he said. ‘Captured aboard a coasting vessel taken by one of our scouts. The lieutenant admiral has finished with them, and thought you might like to read some news of home.’

‘Convey my thanks to Admiral de Ruyter,’ I said.

There was little wind, so I settled down on the truck of one of the quarterdeck guns and began to look through the bundle. There were a couple of broadside ballads. One, to the tune of Packington’s Pound, satirised Lord Chancellor Clarendon, blaming him for the disaster at Chatham and demanding that he suffer the same fate as one of his predecessors, Chancellor Sudbury, who was beheaded – the head then being mummified. The ballad suggested that Clarendon’s skull, similarly treated, should stand upon His Majesty’s dressing table, to serve as a permanent reminder when the king rose each morning. The other, to the tune of Bonny Nell – surely a deliberate pun – denounced the royal mistresses, likening them to a harem and Charles Stuart to an Ottoman sultan.

Thus far had England fallen, that the Lord’s Anointed could be attacked so viciously, and with seeming impunity.

There were some recent issues of the Gazette, still, in those blessed and innocent days, the only news-paper in the kingdom. I went directly to those dated after the attack on Landguard, namely, the period of time when my wounds had rendered me unconscious, so I was oblivious of what was going on in the world. Reports of the doings of the Dutch fleet were understated, to make their progress along our coast seem but a trivial matter, and intermingled with the usual curious news from abroad: Candia still besieged, the deposed Cham of Tartary said to be raising an army to regain his position, Cardinal Rospigliosi elected Pope Clement the Ninth.

Then, out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a very familiar word, at the bottom right of the page I was reading. The word was Ravensden.

‘The Right Honourable Charles, Earl of Ravensden, is proclaimed and made Viscount of Strathyre, in the peerage of the Kingdom of Scotland, the title to pass after him by special remainder to his niece Madeleine Quinton, daughter of the late Sir Matthew Quinton, deceased, and the heirs general of her body, any husband of the said Madeleine to take the name of Quinton as a condition upon marriage.’

What was this? Was it some kind of jest, a falsity, a lie in print?

No, it could not be: for in those days when they were yet very young, news-papers did not lie. A Scottish title bestowed on my brother, with remainder only to my daughter, not to me. Why, in heaven’s name?

But as I looked out toward Plymouth, to the Union flag flying over the Royal Citadel, I realised I already knew the answer.

They thought I was dead. Either the letter Cornelis left in the church near Dungeness had miscarried, or else word of it had not reached the two Charleses, Quinton and Stuart, when the decision was taken to bestow this new dignity on my family. A dignity that I was not expected to inherit, because the king and my brother believed I had perished at Landguard.

God willing, they would soon learn of their mistake; but the king would hardly be willing to compound it by withdrawing the patent of creation of the new peerage. And the more I thought about it, the more amusing it seemed.

When my brother died (if, indeed, he did predecease me), I would become the eleventh Earl of Ravensden. Over the years, I had very nearly reconciled myself to that prospect, once so utterly dreadful to me; my brother had been seriously ill during the previous summer and autumn, at the time of London’s burning, and I realised then that I was more prepared to succeed him than I had been at any time in my life. In the fullness of time, after my day, the eldest of any sons I had with Cornelia – and, God willing, we would have many, now our first child was safely born and growing healthily – would become the twelfth earl in his turn, and so on, down through the generations.

But regardless of all that, at the moment of my brother’s death, Madeleine Quinton, the little belle dame, would become Viscountess of Strathyre suo jure, in her own right. In the English peerage, hardly any titles could descend in such a way, but it was more common with the Scots. When I was young, Tristram informed me that Robert the Bruce had been crowned king by a woman; such are the manifold perversities of that strange northern realm.

I was doubled up with laughter now, the tears pouring down my cheeks.

‘Brother,’ said Cornelis, placing a hand on my shoulder, ‘you are well?’

‘Brother,’ I replied, ‘do you have any more of that jenever?’

‘Casks of it, Matthias. And the cause of breaking into them?’

‘Your niece, Cornelis, whom you are so keen to meet, is, it seems, to be a very great lady indeed. You will have to bow very deeply to her. One day, brother, she will be a peeress of Scotland, so let us raise a toast to the future Milady Strathyre!’



The wind strengthened in the afternoon, and the Adelaar got under way, sailing west with two frigates in company. This independent command meant that Cornelis could hoist a brede wimpel, the broad pennant of a commodore, which streamed out from his maintop. For my part, I stood at the starboard rail of his quarterdeck, looking longingly toward the Cornish coast to northward, sometimes as near as a couple of miles from where I stood. There were the familiar landmarks and headlands: Looe Church, Saint George’s island, Fowey river, Gribbin Head. This was the homeland of so many of my following, that loyal band who had served with me in nearly all my commissions. Were any of them, or their wives or children, watching from the cliffs, waving their fists and spitting at the impudent butterboxes who dared to parade themselves with impunity off Cornwall’s sacred shore?

I rather hoped they were.

Cornelis decided to anchor for the night in Saint Austell Bay, and it was there, a little after midnight, that he received tempting intelligence from a fishing craft which foolhardily sailed into the middle of the Dutch squadron. It seemed that a brace of incoming Virginia ships, laden with rich cargoes of tobacco, had taken refuge in Newlyn harbour, but would shortly seek to run the coast, making for the greater security of Falmouth. Speed was of the essence, and Cornelis did exactly what I would have done. He ordered the two frigates, significantly faster and nimbler craft than the larger and more cumbersome Adelaar, to get under way at once. He would follow at first light, to ensure that the Adelaar did not blunder onto the Dodman in the darkness, and would sail west at a rather less frenetic pace. The division of forces meant that, so long as the Virginia ships had not yet sailed from Newlyn, the frigates ought to intercept them during their passage, and even if they did not, it was likely that the tempting prizes would sail straight into the path of the Adelaar, which could simply lurk off the entrance to Falmouth Bay and await them.

At dawn, as the mighty Zeeland ship got under way, I looked out from the forecastle to the distant lights of Mevagissey, and realised to my horror that a part of me, a very small and treacherous part, wished such a beautifully laid trap to succeed.

It was a glorious day, despite the light-to-moderate breeze being nor’-easterly. We sailed past Gull Island and Nare Head, south-west toward Porthmellin. The fishermen of Gerrans Bay and Portscatho wisely stayed at their moorings, unwilling to take the risk that the Dutchman’s captain might decide to take them as prize or simply blow them out of the water. By noon, we were off Saint Anthony Head, the familiar sight of Pendennis Point and the squat castle that stood upon it visible on the other shore, the entrance to Falmouth Bay and the Carrick Roads opening up with every cable westward that we sailed.

There was a frenzied shout from Cornelis’s lookout, and a few moments later, we could see what he saw.

‘Allehens!’ shouted Cornelis. ‘Klaar voor het gevecht!’

All hands! Clear for action!

An English man-of-war was coming out of Falmouth Bay, the red ensign billowing out proudly from her stern. At first, I prayed that it was not what I thought it was: but Cornelis handed me his telescope, and I recognised the so-familiar lines, the stepping and rake of the masts, the set of her sails. It was the Jupiter, my former command. God alone knew why she was here, rather than safe in the Cattewater at Plymouth, but here she was. Next, I prayed that her captain had been superseded, and that a new man now stood upon the quarterdeck which I had once paced. But it was a forlorn thought: there would hardly be any need to change the captain midway through the commission. No, the man taking the Jupiter to sea could only be my dear friend, Beaudesert Harris, the grandson of a butcher made good, who nevertheless thought of himself as an epitome of genteel chivalry, a ‘gentleman captain’ par excellence. Finally, I prayed that Beau was bringing the Jupiter out of harbour simply as a bravado, as a show of defiance against the Adelaar, and that he would soon give the order to bring her about and scuttle back into Falmouth. But then I saw the studdingsails being run out and sheeted home, the bow wave growing larger by the minute, and the bloody flag breaking out at the foretop.

‘Oh Beau,’ I said to myself, ‘you fool. You dear, valiant, fool.’

The Jupiter, mounting thirty-two guns, was sailing to attack the Adelaar, mounting sixty.




Chapter Sixteen


This not the Flemings’ force

Those soaking drunken sots

Can make my courage to abate,

For all their brandy pots,

’Tis known we paid them well

When last we did engage,

They never were rung such a peal

Before, in any age.

Anon., The Seaman’s Answer (c.1641-74)



‘I would endeavour to avoid a fight if I could,’ said Cornelis. ‘This is madness, with the peace imminent – perhaps already signed, for all we know. You can see that, brother, surely? Madness, plain and simple. And you know I do not want a battle. I do not want to see more fighting, and more death. But that fellow has as good as slapped a gauntlet in my face. Honour demands that I fight him, Matthias. You see all this, surely?’

‘I see it, brother. You are right, you have no choice. I would do the same.’

That I would: and the more I assessed the situation, I realised I would also have done what Beau Harris had perhaps – just perhaps – schemed to do. Time, then, to do my best by Beau, even if I could only do it with words.

‘I wouldn’t underestimate this man, Cornelis. His ship is smaller, but he has already outwitted you with his strategy.’

The expression on my good-brother’s face was that of the old Cornelis van der Eide, the dour, doubt-free, godly, hugely experienced seaman, who did not take kindly to having his professional superiority questioned by any man, least of all by his untrained, dilettante, gentleman captain of a brother-in-law.

‘Outwitted, Matthias? How so?’

‘You thought you were laying a trap for the Virginia ships, but all the time, Captain Harris, yonder, was laying one for you. I’ll wager there are no Virginia ships at all, and that he ordered the fishing boat to sail deliberately into you in Saint Austell bay, to pass on false intelligence. He’s divided your force, Cornelis – your frigates are so far to the west, and now with the wind against them, that they won’t be able to make a swift return voyage when they realise Newlyn harbour is empty. And there is one more thing, brother.’

‘That being?’

‘You were exchanged for Captain Harris. In a sense, Cornelis, you owe him your freedom. If it had not been for him, you might still have been a prisoner in England, rather than here, in command of this great ship.’

Cornelis said nothing. He looked toward the oncoming Jupiter, then back at me, then at the Jupiter once more. Then he shouted to his servant boy to bring him his sword and breastplate.

In truth, I did not know if Beau, who prided himself on his deliberate ignorance of sea business, considering such things to be beneath the dignity of a gentleman, had suddenly turned into such a strategic Machiavelli. Perhaps the fisherman had been telling the truth, and there really were Virginia ships skulking in Newlyn harbour. I had no idea how far west Cornelis’s frigates were; perhaps they would come about when they heard the sound of cannon fire astern of them, and, regardless of the contrary winds, still arrive in ample time to encircle the poor Jupiter. But perhaps I had planted at least one doubt in Cornelis’s mind, two if I had made him think he owed Beau some sort of a debt, and perhaps those doubts would be enough to influence the battle to come.



The Adelaar began her turn to starboard, north-westerly toward the Jupiter. The familiar red flag ran up to her foremast head: the flag that the Dutch called the bloedvlag. The trumpeters played rousing fanfares while the drummers beat to quarters, echoing the similar music from the Jupiter. The distance between the two ships closed rapidly.

All the while, I tried to calculate what Beau might do. True, he was no seaman, and that by his own admission, but he was no fool, either, and he had good warrant officers under him. Above all, he had an outstanding lieutenant, appointed after the events of the previous summer, when Beau’s career, and his head, very nearly came to grief after a catalogue of grievous errors. As a result, the Lord High Admiral had seen fit to bestow on him the services of John Farnsworth, a veteran of the Commonwealth’s navy whom I knew a little in the Mediterranean, some years earlier. Farnsworth was a steady, quiet man in his forties who had never sought command, but was more worthy of it than many of those who held it, Beau included. So if Lieutenant John Farnsworth had any influence over his captain’s strategy, the Jupiter might yet surprise my good-brother.

The two ships closed on opposite tacks. The guns were run out on the Adelaar, the crews crouched over them, awaiting the command to open fire. Musketeers were kneeling down in her tops, loading their weapons. It was a scene at once entirely familiar and entirely different. Whistles blew, and orders were shouted through voice trumpets. But they were Dutch whistles, and the orders were in Dutch.

That was when I realised the chilling truth: as far as Beau Harris was concerned, I was the enemy. Even if he knew I was still alive, which was doubtful, he would have no reason to suspect I was aboard this particular ship, and could not know that it was commanded by my brother-in-law. If Beau’s gun crews gave it all they had, they were just as likely to kill me as any Dutchman; and what an irony that would be, to perish aboard an enemy man-of-war, killed by the guns of what had once been my command.

Cornelis seemed to realise my predicament.

‘You are a prisoner, Matthias,’ he said, ‘so you are welcome to go below, to a place of safety. And you may not wish to witness what I shall be forced to do to that fellow and his ship, regardless of his being my exchange man. It is the fortune of war, I fear.’

‘Thank you, Captain van der Eide,’ I said, formally, ‘but if you’ll permit it, I’ll remain here for the present. For one thing, I’m intrigued to see what Captain Harris finds himself forced to do to you and your ship.’

Another captain might well have insisted on my going below decks. But my honour would not permit it, just as it would not permit me to kill the man on the swivel gun nearest to me, turn the weapon round, and fire grapeshot across the quarterdeck of the Adelaar, killing Cornelis and most of his officers. Instead, I could do nothing but watch as the terrible spectacle unfolded before me.

The Jupiter’s one advantage was that she was considerably nimbler than the much larger Adelaar. When she was perhaps five hundred yards away, Beau fired his bow chasers, then put his helm to starboard, creating an angle which meant he could engage the Dutch ship with most of his broadside before the Adelaar could turn either closer to the wind or bow-on to the Jupiter, if Cornelis chose to go onto the same tack.

On the downroll, Beau’s larboard battery opened up. I knew these guns, had ordered them to be fired, had heard their roar and smelled their smoke: they were almost old friends. The Jupiter mounted eighteen demi-culverins on her main gun deck, firing nine-pound shot, along with ten sakers and four minions, firing five and four-pound shot respectively. And whatever else Beau might be, he respected his guns and his gun crews, and trained them hard. I heard the impact and felt the hull of the Adelaar shake as several of the Jupiter’s balls struck.

Cornelis was impassive. He stood, leaning on the larboard rail, watching his opponent. He had not given any verbal orders at all, but the men at the clewlines and buntlines were adjusting sail as the ship’s head came round. Cornelis was doing what I had expected him to do: what I would have done, if I was in his position. The Adelaar was turning to larboard to go onto the same tack as the Jupiter, the light nor’easterly taking us both southward, away from Falmouth.

You’ve made your point, Beau, I thought. You’ve plenty of searoom, and can turn for home with honour. You’ve engaged the Adelaar, and now you can outrun her.

But if I had learned one thing about Beau Harris during the years of our acquaintance, it was that he possessed a deep and unshakeable contrariness. The Jupiter showed no sign at all of turning for Falmouth; indeed, for some time, perhaps more than half a glass, she sailed along the same course as the Adelaar, just out of range. Every time that Cornelis attempted to close by using the advantage of the weather gage, Beau – or rather his lieutenant and sailing master, the men who knew sea business – simply mimicked the manoeuvre, keeping the distance between the two ships. With her nimbler helm, the Jupiter could play such a game all day, if needs be.

‘What is the point of this cat-and-mouse business?’ said Cornelis at one point, to no one in particular. ‘It serves nothing. Either fight us or run away, Englishman!’

For the fourth or fifth time, my good-brother ordered a turn, two points to starboard, again trying to close the range.

And now, at last, Beau did something unexpected. The Jupiter’s helm and sails went over – but this time, not to starboard. The frigate turned instead to larboard and put on sail, her crew sheeting home with frenzied efficiency. The sudden manoeuvre took Cornelis, and the entire crew of the Adelaar, by surprise; but it was also astonishingly perilous.

‘Vuren!’ Cornelis screamed, and the Adelaar’s starboard battery fired a broadside.

I saw shot tear great holes in the Jupiter’s sails, with sheets and leechlines cut asunder like muslin ripped by a scissors. Yet her masts still stood, she maintained her course, and now the consequences of Beau’s audacity became clear. The Jupiter passed under the Adelaar’s bows, firing a broadside of her own as she did so. Not round shot this time; Beau might have been no seaman, but he knew how to fight, and he certainly knew how to kill. The frigate’s larboard battery was firing grapeshot and canister, and from that angle and such close range, the raking broadside was bound to have a devastating effect on the Adelaar’s main gun deck.

Cornelis and his officers were bellowing orders, and were not concerned with me at all. Besides, had not my good-brother said that I could retire below deck whenever I wished?

So I went down into the heart of the ship.

Beneath the quarterdeck, in the dark after portion of the main gun deck, nothing at all was amiss. Men were crouched over their guns, waiting for their enemy to come within range. Boys were running back and forth with shot, powder or water. But all were glancing forward, toward the bows; and from a little way forward of the mainmast, the scene changed. There was more daylight and less smoke, with holes in the planking where the Jupiter’s shot had torn through the Adelaar’s hull. And the deck was red: ever redder, the further forward I went. But worst of all were the sounds. I recognised a cry familiar to me in my own language: ‘Allehens omlaag!’, men down. Six or seven men were groaning pitifully, their low moaning frequently interrupted by desperate screams. I saw the Adelaar’s surgeon, a good-natured Brabanter who had tended to me, stooped over Harald, the Norwegian whom Cornelis had called the chief of his Vikings. If his kind still had a secret hankering after the old gods, then Harald was on his way to Valhalla now, his right arm and the right side of his face ripped away. The ship’s chaplain, her predikant, a surprisingly lively young fellow from Middelburg, came over, knelt down, and tried to get Harald to join him in reciting the twenty-third psalm, but the Northman was having none of it.

I was aware of a movement behind me, half-turned, saw the glint of a blade, heard a shout in bad Dutch—

‘Fucking English! Fucking murderer!’

I had no time to react, to avoid the blade coming for my head—

The butt of a reversed musket smashed into my would-be killer’s arm, then into his stomach. The fellow, a great ruddy ox of a man, fell to the deck, his knees slipping in Harald’s gore.

I turned to my saviour. It was Macferran, his left cheek scarred and painted with drying blood.

‘My thanks, Macferran,’ I said, breathlessly.

‘He’s a good man, Klaus, for a Mecklenburger,’ said the young Scot, looking down at the groaning man on the deck. ‘But he and Harald were messmates for years, and he hates your sort, Sir Matthew. The English, that is.’

Klaus was doubled up and groaning.

‘He’ll not forgive you easily,’ I said.

‘Beg to differ, Sir Matthew. Just saved his life, by my reckoning – because Captain van der Eide would be honour-bound to order a court martial for the man who killed his good-brother, and Admiral de Ruyter don’t look kindly on murder in his fleet.’ The Scot smiled. ‘But if I were you, Sir Matthew, I’d get yourself back to the quarterdeck. You’ve nae got many friends down here, not after what the old Jupiter just did.’



I took the Scot’s advice, and went back above decks.

The Jupiter had completed her daring move, cutting directly across the bows of the Adelaar, and was now wearing ship. Once again, I prayed that Beau would content himself with the moral victory he had undoubtedly just won, and sail back to Falmouth with his honour and reputation enhanced. But no. The Jupiter’s bow came round further and further, the ship gaining speed as the wind filled its sails once more.

Beau was heading for the Adelaar once again. A moral victory was not enough; Beau wanted an actual, indisputable victory, nothing less than the taking of Cornelis’s ship. What a triumph that would be, defeating a much larger man-of-war and sailing her in triumph into Falmouth bay. What a way to mend Beau’s own reputation, still in tatters after his failings earlier in the war, and to obtain even the very smallest revenge for the humiliation at Chatham. Such a victory might even earn Beau a knighthood, for no matter how earnestly he tried to conceal the fact, he was desperately jealous of mine, especially as I was somewhat younger than him.

But for the Jupiter to win, Beau’s already outrageous good luck had to hold, and Cornelis had to make several catastrophic mistakes. I turned to look at my brother-in-law, who was standing silently at the starboard rail of the Adelaar’s quarterdeck. I knew the thoughts that would be going through his head. He was studying the set of both ships’ sails, calculating speed and distance, second guessing what Beau Harris might do next, considering his own options. There was no conceivable way that Captain Cornelis van der Eide was going to make the sort of mistake that Beau needed, so the only way for the Jupiter to win her equal battle with the Adelaar was for my old friend’s luck not to abandon him now.




Chapter Seventeen


Oh now it begins, and the gunroom grows hot

Ply it with culverin and small shot;

Hark does it not thunder? no, ’tis the guns’ roar,

The neighbouring billows are turn’d into gore.

Now each man must resolve to die,

For here the coward cannot fly.

John Dryden, ‘Song of the Sea Fight’ from Amboyna



Cornelis had his helmsman nudge the Adelaar closer and closer to the wind, until she was close-hauled: aan de wind, as the Dutch term it. Beau, meanwhile, was sailing south-west, and I guessed what he was attempting to do. If he could sail past the Adelaar on the opposite tack, he might be able to make a sharp turn to larboard and repeat his raking manoeuvre, this time at his opponent’s stern. If he was lucky, the tactic might be even more devastating than his broadside into the Dutch ship’s bows. Perhaps, too, if God was feeling particularly benign toward Captain Beaudesert Harris, the Jupiter might disable the Adelaar’s rudder, which would allow Beau to choose his angles of attack and pick off his much larger opponent at leisure. But as the two ships closed, I heard the orders Cornelis was barking, and knew that barring a miracle, Beau was doomed.

‘Starboard batteries!’ Cornelis cried to his lieutenant, master gunner and under-officers. ‘Upper deck, chain! Main deck, round!’

Then down through the grating to his helmsman on the whipstaff immediately beneath us – ‘Helm six points to larboard!’

Jesus.

I realised I was gripping the quarterdeck rail so tightly that my knuckles were white, my hands becoming painful.

Cornelis was not waiting for Beau to come to him. Instead, he was going to go through onto the other tack, and attempt to outdo Beau at his own game. As the Adelaar’s bows came round ever more northerly, the risk inherent in the manoeuvre was apparent – the slightest mistake or delay, and the Dutch ship would effectively be a sitting target, at worst caught in irons and unable to make any headway at all. But my good-brother’s crew, the Zeelanders and all the menagerie of nationalities that manned the Adelaar, were crack men commanded by a crack captain.

The Adelaar came onto her new course. Triumphantly, Cornelis ordered, ‘Midscheeps het roer!’

Midships the helm. All along the upper deck, the ship’s boys were piling deadly stocks of all kinds of slaughter next to each gun. There were incessant cries from the gun crews as they made ready:

‘Buskruit!’

‘Kettingkogel!’

‘Druifschot!’

‘Boutkogel!’

Gunpowder, chain shot, grape shot, bar shot: a man-of-war’s litany of death, in any language.

The Jupiter was in dire trouble now, and even if Beau did not recognise it, Lieutenant Farnsworth certainly would. If he put his helm to starboard and tried to run for Falmouth, the Adelaar was bound to intercept him. If he put it to larboard, he would have too little leeway to simply sail past the Dutch ship again, out of range of the Adelaar’s guns. The best he could hope for was getting away with receiving one broadside from the larger ship, at point blank range or little more; the worst was—

The worst was what happened.

The Jupiter, running before the wind, had too much sail aloft, and could not slow in time. Her bows were turning slowly to larboard, which, on balance, is what I reckoned I would have done; suffer the one broadside from the Adelaar, pray that the damage and the casualties were not too great, and then sail away into open sea, confident of outrunning my opponent. But I would have given the order sooner. I imagined an argument on the quarterdeck of the Jupiter, Beau wanting to hold his course and still somehow find a way to cripple the Dutchman and win a famous victory, Farnsworth, the better seaman, advocating the safer course. Perhaps there was no such argument at all, but for whatever reason, the officers commanding the Jupiter had delayed too long before giving new orders to their helmsman.

As it was, the Jupiter’s bows were presented to the Adelaar’s starboard battery is if they were a sirloin on a silver platter. Cornelis had his sword raised, awaiting the moment when he could do to Beau exactly what my friend had done to him, albeit with the far greater firepower under his command.

‘Vuren!’

Cornelis’s sword came down, there was a deafening crescendo from his batteries, and the entire hull of the Adelaar shook. Carriages rumbled across the decks on the recoil, and gun captains immediately bawled the orders to sponge and reload. Smoke rolled back from the starboard guns, briefly blinding all of us on the quarterdeck.

As it cleared, and I regained some sight through my streaming eyes, I felt suddenly cold, and thought I would spew. The Jupiter’s foremast was falling, sheets and lines snapping as the great timber came down, the sails crumpling onto the deck and over the side. Men were frantically hacking at ropes and canvas, trying to clear the debris. But if the chainshot loaded into Cornelis’s upper deck guns had achieved its goal, so, too, had the round iron balls fired from his main gun deck. I counted at least three holes in the hull, right by the bows, one of them very close to the waterline. Even if Penbaron, the capable old ship’s carpenter, and his crew worked miracles and patched up a swift repair, the Jupiter would hardly be able to make any speed at all before she began to take on water.

‘Helm two points to starboard!’ shouted Cornelis. ‘Both gun decks, starboard batteries with grape and chain! Prepare to fire on the downroll, upon my command!’

My good-brother was going for the kill, and there was nothing in the world that I could do to prevent it.



The Jupiter did not die easily. A ragged broadside from her starboard battery greeted the Adelaar. A Dutch musketeer, standing close by me and reloading his weapon, was suddenly decapitated by a shot from one of the sakers on my old command’s quarterdeck. One moment he had a head upon his shoulders and was glancing at me with distaste, the next he had nothing to glance with. His blood spattered my face and shirt, and I shivered in the presence of death; of what had very nearly been my death.

Not here, Lord, I prayed, not here and now. Not at Beau’s hands, merciful Father in heaven. Not by the agency of Englishmen. Not by the guns that used to be mine.

The Adelaar’s retaliatory broadside was infinitely louder and larger, and as the smoke cleared a little, I saw that the Jupiter’s main course was virtually in shreds, her mizzen little better. I could hear the screams of dying men on her upper deck, and prayed that some of them were not coming from Beau Harris. Yet still the brave ship resisted, although the next broadside from her was even more feeble than the last. The Adelaar had slowed very nearly to a stop; Cornelis no longer had any fear of any punishment the Jupiter could inflict. I prayed again, but no longer for myself. Now I prayed for the lives of the men of my old ship, and above all for that of my old friend.

‘Vuren!’

Another broadside from the Adelaar. This time, the wind took the smoke away a little more southerly, and I saw several round shot smash into the Jupiter’s hull, shattering her oak timbers into deadly splinters, some several feet long.

‘Lieutenant!’ Cornelis shouted to the Dane Carlsen. ‘Boarders to mass in the forecastle – eighty of them, off the larboard batteries! The armourer to break out cutlasses, half pikes and pistols!’

The Dane nodded, saluted, and went about his business briskly.

Then, unexpectedly, my good-brother turned to me.

‘You may not wish to witness this, Matthias. I am sorry that it will end in this way. But as God is my witness, and as you saw for yourself, that fellow, yonder, gave me no alternative.’

‘It is war, brother,’ I said, my heart breaking. ‘And you are right. He gave you no alternative.’

The Adelaar closed the Jupiter, and fired another broadside. The range was now point blank, and the relative height of the two ships meant that even the fire from the main gun deck of the Dutch ship was raking the upper deck of the Jupiter, decimating the standing rigging and slaughtering more of her valiant men.

There was no reply from my old ship. I do not know whether it was the devastating fire from the Dutch batteries, or the sight of Cornelis’s formidable boarding party massed in the forecastle, that finally decided the issue; but before the men of the Adelaar could grapple onto the starboard quarter of the Jupiter, the English colours came down.

The Jupiter, my Jupiter, had surrendered.

Cornelis ordered the helm to larboard and the taking in of sail; then the victorious Adelaar dropped anchor. The shattered Jupiter dropped hers, and her longboat was hauled into the less damaged larboard quarter, awaiting her commanding officer.

The Jupiter’s longboat pulled out from under her stern, and came toward the Adelaar. Even now, I prayed that it would contain Beau Harris. But it did not: as the boat came alongside, I recognised its passenger as John Farnsworth, Beau’s veteran lieutenant. The left side of his face was bandaged, and as he came up onto the quarterdeck, and walked across to where Cornelis, his officers, and I stood, he limped heavily.

He stood before us, doffed his hat, then presented his sword to Cornelis, hilt first. My good-brother touched it, then withdrew his hand, indicating that Farnsworth could retain it.

‘You fought valiantly, captain,’ said Cornelis, in the passable English that I had taught him. ‘You fought with honour.’

‘Alas, sir,’ said Farnsworth, ‘I was not the captain during the encounter. That officer was—’

I stepped forward, and Farnsworth finally noticed and recognised me, his mouth falling open in astonishment.

‘That officer was Captain Harris,’ I said. ‘Dead or wounded, Lieutenant Farnsworth?’

‘Sir Matthew! A prisoner, then, sir? But Captain Harris thought you were dead—’

‘Captain Harris, man! Does he live or not?’

‘He died, sir. Struck in the chest by a great splinter – yet he kept giving orders, kept on fighting the ship – the bravest thing, Sir Matthew, the very bravest thing – but the surgeon couldn’t staunch the bleeding—’

Farnsworth said more, but I did not hear any of it. Beau Harris was dead. Dear, valiant, foolish, loyal, impulsive Beau. A turn of the glass later, I was looking down on that familiar face, seemingly asleep where he had been laid on the deck in the space which, when partitioned off, formed the captain’s cabin of the Jupiter; the space which had once been my own. His face was unmarked and at peace, in marked contrast to the vast, ugly wound in his chest, exposed when the surgeon pulled back the covering sheet to demonstrate that it would have been utterly impossible for him to save Beau’s life. I thanked the man for his efforts on my friend’s behalf, and promised to send him good English coin when I was a free man again.

I was still in a state of shock and anguish when I returned to the upper deck of the Jupiter. Several of the ships’ company were standing in groups, murmuring to each other, in some cases nursing wounds. I recognised a handful of my Cornishmen: there was Trevanion, there Sleep, there Gurnell. There, too, was Penbaron, the carpenter, the only one of the Jupiter’s standing officers who had been in post when I commanded her. They all nodded in recognition, but I could see the tears in Penbaron’s eyes. Meanwhile, the Dutch prize crew was busy erecting a jury mast in place of the destroyed foremast, and in hauling up the Dutch colours at the stern, flying triumphantly above the ship’s own, badly torn, red ensign. I was still half convinced that Beau would step up beside me at any moment, babbling excitedly about a most excellent case of claret that he had brought aboard, and inviting me to partake of it. As it was, the man who actually came and stood by my side was Cornelis, who had been inspecting his prize.

‘He was a brave man, Matthias. His attack was too impetuous, but he and his men fought gloriously, with courage and honour. He was—’

There was a sudden shout from the maintop of the Adelaar. Cornelis took a voice trumpet from one of his petty officers and shouted up to his lookout, ‘Wat is er aan de hand?’

What is it?



A hoy was coming out of Plymouth’s Cattewater, all sail set, steering directly for the Adelaar under a white flag. Although my heart bled for poor Beau, I had a terrible presentiment of what this might portend; and as the small craft came in under the Adelaar’s larboard quarter, my fears proved amply justified.

A fellow standing at the stern of the hoy, presumably her master, was shouting merrily, and waving a piece of paper above his head. At last, I could make out his words.

‘The peace! The peace is signed at Breda! The war is over!’

To give him his due, Cornelis van der Eide looked as grief-stricken as I felt. And not a man cheered, either on the Adelaar or the Jupiter, for every one of them knew what this meant.

My good-brother turned to me and placed his hand upon my shoulder.

‘I am sorry, Matthias. Truly sorry. That God should have ordained this…’

He shook his head, and looked away. I had never seen Cornelis weep, but as he went down to receive the message from the hoy, I could see the tears upon his cheeks.

He knew, as did I and every man in both crews, that Captain Beaudesert Harris and the other good men who perished on the Jupiter and Adelaar had died in vain. If the news had only just reached Plymouth, then the peace must have been in force for days. There had been no need at all for the two ships to fight, or for Beau to die.

I had known Beau Harris for years, and knew that this was how he would have wanted to leave the world – in battle, sword drawn. But he would have wanted such a glorious death to have meaning, and to be remembered. Now, it would have neither, be neither. No government, and the historians of no country, heap praise on those who fight pointless battles when a war is already over. The fight of the Jupiter and Adelaar had no purpose, and would have no legacy. Beau had fallen in peacetime, so his widow and unborn child would not be entitled to the pension given to those whose husbands perished in war—

Oh dear God.

Oh sweet Jesus.

His widow and unborn child.




Chapter Eighteen


Then, dearest, do not grieve,

But live in hopes to see

That face to face we shall embrace,

Though we divided be.

This token I thee send

And when thou dost it blew

Remember me thy dearest friend

That ever will prove true.

Anon., The Seaman’s Answer (c.1641-74)



The Adelaar and its prize, together with the two frigates that had returned from their fruitless sally toward Newlyn, sailed back along the coast and dropped anchor in Plymouth Sound, just off Saint Nicholas Island. The Dutch ship dutifully saluting the Union flag that flew above the Citadel, as was the correct protocol in peacetime. Cornelis had sent word of his duel with the Jupiter, together with a request for orders, to Admiral de Ruyter, said to be sailing to the eastward and presumably now also aware of the peace. The shattered hull of my former command was towed into the Cattewater and moored to the hulk. Aboard her lay the corpse of Beau Harris and all the other good men who had perished in the needless battle.

After watching the Jupiter safe into harbour, I presented myself in my good-brother’s cabin.

‘Permission to go ashore, Captain van der Eide?’ I asked, formally.

At first, he seemed not to have heard me, and simply stared at me blankly. Since the news of the peace, which should have been so welcome and yet proved so dreadful, Cornelis had been distant and silent, consumed by his own thoughts.

‘I should clear your release with Admiral de Ruyter,’ he said, slowly. ‘But I should do many things – should have done many things. And little of it matters, does it, Matthias? So little of it matters.’

‘None of it was your fault, Cornelis. It was Beau’s fault, for making such an insane challenge—’

He shook his head emphatically.

‘Which I did not have to accept. I could have sailed away, kept him at bay with my stern chasers. We knew the peace was imminent, might already have been signed. It was my vanity to fight. One more battle, one more victory. Always one more battle. But no more for me, Matthias. No more, by God.’

He stood, and went over to his sea chest. He searched in it for some moments, then drew out a very familiar weapon: my own sword, tight within its scabbard. I felt my heart beat faster. I was certain the blade had been lost at Landguard, and had reconciled myself to never seeing it again. Now Cornelis held it out to me, and I took it.

‘You are a free man, Sir Matthew Quinton,’ he said, ‘and as a free man, you do not need to ask my permission to go ashore in your own country. I shall order the longboat to be made ready.’



The Adelaar’s longboat rowed me straight into the Barbican harbour, beneath the brooding walls of the Citadel and the familiar buildings of the Lambhay. I could not help myself looking out to starboard, to the hulk and the shattered hull of the Jupiter moored alongside it. A dockyard would repair her, and she would fight again; and perhaps she would always carry with her a trace of the soul of Captain Beaudesert Harris.

As I stepped ashore onto the crowded quayside, alive with hawkers, journeymen and fishwives, I was aware of suspicious glances and urgent whispers: after all, I had been brought to Plymouth in a Dutch boat from a Dutch man-of-war, so what could I be but a Dutch officer? And even if there was a peace, it was only a few days old, and the scars of war had not even begun to heal.

But I had been in Plymouth the previous summer, and I saw dawning recognition on a number of faces. There was a commotion in one of the narrow lanes that led down to the wharf. A short, fat woman of forty or so was pushing her way through the throng, making directly for me.

She looked me up and down, then burst into tears.

‘Sir Matthew,’ she said. ‘Oh, dear lord, Sir Matthew Quinton! We believed you dead, too! Thank God, thank God. Seeing you will assuage a little of Bella’s grief.’

‘Where is she, Mistress Heale?’

‘Come, Sir Matthew, I’ll take you to her.’



We did not go the way I expected, to the house I had visited in the previous summer: the house that Mistress Heale – I never learned her Christian name – shared with both her grandfather, an ancient fellow who had sailed with my own grandfather, and her wayward niece. Instead, she led me through the crowded streets adjacent to the harbour, and up the hill which led to the higher part of the town of Plymouth, close by Saint Andrew’s church. She knocked on the door of a substantial three-storey house, the sort of building that, in a town like this, was invariably occupied by rich merchants and their families.

‘He bought it for her,’ said Mistress Heale. ‘May God have mercy on his poor soul. Kindest, most generous man in the world, Captain Harris, that he was.’

‘Indeed he was, Mistress.’

There was no response to the knock, but Mistress Heale tried the latch, and the door opened. She took me up the stairs and showed me into the large room on the first floor, then closed the door behind her as she left.

The windows were shuttered, and it took me a moment to make out the shape of another person.

‘Sir Matthew Quinton,’ said Bella Mendez, her voice barely more than a whisper.

‘Mistress M— Goodwife Harris—’

‘Widow Harris now, Sir Matthew. Widow, nothing else. How the world turns, does it not?’

She moved to the shutters, and opened them a little.

When I first encountered Bella Mendez a year before, she was an impossibly young, waif-like child; certainly impossibly young to be the mistress of Beaudesert Harris, captain of the king’s frigate Jupiter, based in the Plymouth Cattewater as part of the Western Squadron that guarded the chops of the Channel. The daughter of a local woman and a Spanish father who traded to Plymouth before Cromwell went to war with his nation. Father and mother both dead, leaving Bella to live by her wits and her body in the teeming port town. Now, clad all in black, she looked at least ten years older. But it was not just the clothing that made Bella Mendez appear far beyond her years. The lively, impudent child that I knew had given way to a grieving widow. Beau’s unexpected decision to marry her was momentarily a scandal in my circle: Cornelia shared the opinion of Beau’s father, namely that the ambitious gentleman captain Beau Harris, who would one day inherit substantial wealth, had been snared into this marriage, which was both so far beneath him and to a child who was surely far too young to be bedded. I, who had the advantages of both knowing Bella and having seen her and Beau together, thought rather differently.

And there was one other very apparent reason for Bella’s new-found maturity and gravity: the size of her belly.

‘He died a hero, Bella,’ I said. ‘I was there, a prisoner on the ship that fought the Jupiter. He died well.’

She thought upon this for some moments. Then she shuddered, as though about to weep. But she collected herself, and turned to face me. I saw, though, that her cheeks were stained with tears: very many tears.

‘Was it well for him to die at all, to leave me and this child behind him? But no, all he could talk of was avenging Chatham. Of redeeming his reputation. Of avenging you.’

‘Avenging me?’

‘The world thought you dead, Sir Matthew,’ she whispered. ‘I never saw Beau so upset as he was the day when the Jupiter came in from cruising off Guernsey, and he read the news that you had been seen to fall in battle at Landguard Fort. He raged, and he drank, and he wept. For two days – no, the best part of three. So when he got the intelligence that de Ruyter’s fleet was coming west, he decided to sail for Falmouth so as not to be trapped in harbour here. Falmouth was better to secure the Virginia trade when it arrived, he said, and God willing, if the Dutch sent a few men-of-war westward, he might be able to pick off one of them. “I’ll strike a blow for poor Matt Quinton, Bella,” he said. Almost his very last words to me, they were.’

Bella’s words, along with those of John Farnsworth, at last made sense of what Beau had sought to do, and why. But it could not mitigate the fact that he had been disastrously wrong in all his calculations. At bottom, Captain Beaudesert Harris died trying to avenge a dead friend who was not dead at all, in a war that had already ended. I did not say this to Bella, but I suspect that this sharpest and most intuitive of girls already knew it.

I went to the window, and looked out over the bustling streets of Plymouth, toward the forest of masts in the harbour.

‘I will make provision for your child,’ I said.

‘Do you not have your own to make provision for, Sir Matthew?’ she said. ‘And what would your wife say, if she knew you were sending money to a sometime child whore, very far away from Bedfordshire?’

I turned toward her, intending to remonstrate with her for denigrating herself so, but I saw her cynical half-smile, and knew that even in the depths of grief, Bella could still find a little of her old humour.

‘Even so, Beau died honouring me, and the least I can do is honour his memory in return. I know he was not yet a wealthy man, and would not be until he inherited from his father—’

‘Foolish, Matt Quinton!’ There was a sudden flash of the old Bella – that is, of the very young Bella. ‘The Jupiter has taken prizes aplenty, especially since the French war began. Beau might have left all his ship’s accounts to his purser, but he always kept a careful reckoning of his entitlement to prize money, and he claimed to have a cousin in the High Court of Admiralty who expedited his payments. How do you think he could buy this house, eh, Sir Matthew? And whatever Beau’s father might think of me, I doubt if he’ll want to punish his grandchild. I’ll make very sure of that.’

Somehow, I doubted whether even Bella’s skill at twisting people to her will would work on the rigid, humourless Sir Ethelred Harris, but this was clearly not the time to suggest that.

‘As you say, then, Bella. But remember – you and your child can always count on me as a friend. Beau was truly my brother in arms, and in my ledger, mistress, that makes you my sister now. I would have bled and died for him, as he bled and died for me, and I will gladly do the same for you.’

She turned away from me, and dabbed at her eyes with a kerchief. When she spoke, it was very quietly, almost inaudibly.

‘And has there not been enough bleeding and dying already, Matt Quinton? Oh, you men – you men and your damnable honour…’ She sighed, but then seemed to brighten a little. ‘But come, Sir Matthew, dine with me, here in this house that’s too fine for who I was, and too big for who I am now. We’ll raise a glass of his most precious claret to Beau’s memory, we’ll tell each other tales of his high days and his wild days, and then we’ll plan his funeral, you and I.’



Through the influence of Sir Richard Edgcumbe of Mount Edgcumbe House, a bushy-browed fellow of our own age with whom Beau had apparently become friendly over the previous winter, the late captain of the Jupiter was laid to rest in the churchyard of Rame, just over the border into Cornwall, overlooking the cliffs and the broad sea beyond. Beau had come to love this place, Bella Mendez said, and often escorted her there when he took a brief leave from his command.

Bella was at the interment, clad all in black, again looking much older than her fifteen or sixteen years; an impression heightened by the girth of her great belly. Cornelis did her proud. A file of musketeers from the Dutch Marines accompanied the coffin to the graveside, and fired a volley over Beau as he was laid in earth. Cornelis and I raised our swords to salute a fallen warrior, and, in my case, a lost friend. As I lowered my blade, my eyes and cheeks were damp.

But perhaps it was not entirely Cornelis’s doing. As I sheathed my sword, I saw a familiar figure in the throng of Dutch sailors who had come to pay their respects, standing slightly apart from the survivors of the Jupiter. He was dressed innocuously, as he had been when I first saw him, and took him for a bulky, moustachioed, simple-minded servant. None of the Dutch betrayed his presence, and none of the English recognised him; which, all things considered, was a blessing. I nodded slightly to Lieutenant Admiral Michiel de Ruyter, and he returned the gesture.

As the guard of honour broke up, Macferran sought me out. His face was a portrait of misery.

‘Forgive me, Sir Matthew,’ he said. ‘I let you down. I betrayed the king. I betrayed Scotland. Wish I’d never drunk with those lads from Ardnamurchan.’

‘Forgiveness for serving the king’s enemies is between you and God, Macferran.’

‘No, sir. That is, yes, sir – but I pray mine wasn’t the gun that killed poor Captain Harris—’

‘Battle is an anonymous affair, Macferran. We rarely see or know those we kill.’ I sighed. ‘But if it hadn’t been for you stopping the man who intended to kill me, they’d be laying me in earth, too – or else I’d have been slung over the side of the Adelaar in a weighted hammock, a stitch through my nose. So although I can’t yet forgive you, Macferran, I can thank you. Had it not been for you, Lady Quinton would have been a widow, like Mistress Bella yonder, and my daughter would have been fatherless.’

‘Did my duty by you, Sir Matthew, that was all.’

‘A duty that puts me in your debt. So this is how I propose to repay it. Not even I can extract the wages owed to you from His Majesty’s exchequer, but I can make you a promise, here and now, and a Quinton’s promises are binding.’

‘I ken that, Sir Matthew. Have always kenned it, from that first day we met.’

‘Very well, then. No man in England – or Scotland, come to that – will ever know that you served the Dutch. Or at least, they won’t learn of it from my mouth, or my pen. And when I next take a ship to sea – if I ever take another ship to sea, now that we have peace again – then you’ll be welcome to serve in my crew, Macferran.’

The young Scot stepped forward, took hold of my hand, kissed it, then wept copious tears onto it.

‘Thank you, Sir Matthew, thank you, in Christ in heaven’s name, thank you! As it’s said in my homeland, bithidh sonas an lorg na caitheamh – felicity follows generosity.’

‘Then let’s hope that if we do ever sail together again, Macferran, that same felicity sails with us.’

I turned away. Bella was alone, grieving at the graveside, and I sensed she would not welcome company; not even mine. Instead, I walked out of the churchyard and made my way across the headland to the ancient chapel that stood above the high cliffs. It was a glorious day, and several sails were in sight, proceeding up or down the Channel. Seabirds swooped and plunged. The sea stretched away, south and east and west.

I drew my sword, raised it to the heavens, and saluted the memories of Beau Harris, Archie Douglas, and all who had died in what seemed, to all outward appearance, an utterly pointless war. I felt tears stain my cheeks. At last, I sheathed my blade, and stood there for some minutes, simply looking out across the ocean. I knew I should turn, and begin my journey back to London, to my wife and daughter. But the sea was whispering to me, bearing the voices of Beau and all the other perished souls who would sail it for all eternity, and I knew I could never resist its siren call.  




Epilogue

The North Sea

October 1671

‘Sail ho!’

The lookout’s call led Tom Butler and I to the starboard quarter. We trained our telescopes well astern, ignoring the various small fishing craft and the large flyboat flying the red-and-white chequers of Bremen from her ensign staff, beating north toward home. A sail there was, but this was no innocuous sail. Even so very far away, we could see that this was a trim, small, speedy craft, making mighty progress through the water, all sail set. As she came closer, we could see the white foam spilling away either side of her cutwater, and observed the large red ensign streaming out from her staff. When she was closer still, we could make out the elaborate gilt and carving that adorned her hull.

‘The Anne Yacht,’ said Tom. ‘Gunman’s in a mighty hurry, it seems.’

‘A mighty hurry to be up with us, by the look of it,’ I replied.

I looked at Tom, and he at me. I suspect that my face was a mirror image of his: a mask of resignation. We had half expected this moment to come.

The mission was the height of folly; it always had been. Tom Butler was as persuasive as only an Irishman can be, and the king’s easy acquiescence had at once unnerved and impressed me, but at bottom, I knew there were others who had placed me there, on the deck of the Elsinore Merchant. Beau, and Archie Douglas, and Bella, and all the rest – rescuing the Royal Charles would be their redemption, and sometimes, in those fleeting moments between waking and sleep and vice versa, I half believed I could hear them telling me just that. Their murmurs even seemed to crowd out that ever-familiar presence in my dreams, the imagined voice of my grandfather, Matthew Quinton, eighth Earl of Ravensden.

‘Steal a first rate out of a Dutch harbour, boy, and trigger a certain war? Not even Drake would have contemplated something so fucking stupid as that.’

In recent times, the old earl’s voice had been joined by another: a much younger voice. Although my daughter was no longer quite so much a little belle dame sans merci, and happily bestowed loving smiles and kisses aplenty upon me, her four-year-old mind, along with a command of language beyond her years, often conjured up questions as direct and devilish as anything that her mother, or even her great-uncle Tristram, could ever direct at me. And I seemed to hear her deceptively innocent, childish voice now, as the wind rustled the sails and shroud of the Elsinore Merchant, and I watched the rapid approach of the royal yacht.

‘Why, father? Why does it have to be you? Why, father?’

In the broad light of an October day, where the voices of both the ancient dead and the youthful living were stilled, the Anne Yacht came alongside to starboard, and her crew briskly grappled to us. The royal yachts were all manned by crack crews, who prided themselves on their competence – as well they might, when they were so often under the gaze of the most exacting taskmasters on the seven oceans, Charles and James Stuart.

Christopher Gunman, her captain, stood on her quarterdeck, and waved to us with his right hand. His only hand, this, his left sleeve having been emptied by a Dutchman’s cannonball during the previous year. He was a bluff, black-browed fellow, and England’s royal brothers trusted him with their lives.

‘Give you joy of the morning, Captain Preston, Captain Longhurst,’ he said, smiling at the deceit.

These were the aliases Tom and I had adopted for the mission: the maiden names of our respective mothers.

‘I’d reckon you bring us precious little joy, Captain Gunman,’ said Tom.

Gunman handed a small, folded piece of paper to one of his men, who climbed up the shroud and handed it to one of ours, reaching over the side. Our fellow presented it in turn to Tom Butler, who broke open the seal and read. Alongside, Gunman’s crew had already cast off, and the Anne Yacht was moving away, back toward its berth at Greenwich.

Without a word, Tom handed me the paper. I recognised the writing at once. King Charles the Second wrote very little in his own hand, and his script had something of a childlike quality to it.

Return at once. CR.

Just that, and no more.

‘Succinct,’ I said.

‘His Majesty has evidently changed his mind, then,’ said Tom.

‘Or, more likely, it was changed for him,’ I said.

Conflicting emotions warred within me, disappointment and disillusionment struggling to defend against the persistent advance of what felt very much like overwhelming relief. For good or ill, the king’s utter inconsistency and duplicity was going to save us from the consequences of our own folly. And whatever my own feelings, both Cornelia and my daughter would be happy that I had not got myself killed.

‘Who, do you think?’ asked Tom. ‘His brother? Arlington? Buckingham? The last two knew nothing of this enterprise, nothing at all. I’d swear on it. James, though…’

‘If His Majesty confided in the Duke of York, I suspect His Royal Highness would be at our helm himself,’ I said. ‘He’s always been keener than any man alive to avenge Chatham. No, Tom, I suspect it’s the oldest story of all with our royal sovereign. Yet again.’

Lord Ossory nodded, and even managed a weak smile.

‘As Rochester would say – she who plays with the king’s prick, rules England with a rod of iron.’

We needed to say no more. In that autumn of 1671, one woman on earth, and one alone, sported with both Charles Stuart’s literal and metaphorical sceptres. The new infatuation of God’s anointed, who had swiftly driven Nell, Barbara, and all the rest, from the royal bed. The dainty and impossibly young new French dish that King Louis had laid before his cousin, knowing he would find her irresistible.

Those ringlets. Those breasts. Those eyes. That smile. Those breasts.

Madame Carwell, as she was called. Louise de Keroualle, to be precise, soon to be Duchess of Portsmouth.

A truly mighty irony, as Kit Farrell remarked when the news became public: that the name of England’s greatest bulwark against France should be bestowed on a French harlot and spy.

But as Tom Butler reluctantly gave the orders to bring the Elsinore Merchant about, and to set course for home, we both knew full well what it meant if we were right – and we could only be right, for we had both witnessed the cold determination to retrieve his ship that Charles Stuart displayed in the ancient tower at Windsor. If he had confided the secret of our mission to Mistress de Keroualle, nothing was more certain than that she immediately put pen to paper, and that a note swiftly winged its way across the Channel to her master. A master who might well have judged that he did not want his cousin jumping the gun and starting the war, to which they were both secretly committed, six months early. A master who decided, perhaps, that such a glorious exploit as retrieving the Royal Charles from her Dutch prison would steal rather too much of his own thunder, and who ordered a stop put to it. A master who had his cousin in his pocket, dependent upon him for secret funds, and whose yay or nay thus outweighed even the royal will of the King of England.

We suspected only some of this as we stood on the deck of the Elsinore Merchant as she came about, sailing on a parallel course to the Anne Yacht. Soon, I, at least, would have confirmation of all the rest of it – aye, and much, much worse, too – and of the nagging suspicion that Tom Butler and I shared as we began our slow succession of tacks back toward the Thames’ mouth.

The King of England was now no more than a puppet in the hands of a far greater power: Louis the Fourteenth, the Most Christian monarch of France, the Sun King.




Historical Note

Although The Devil Upon the Wave is, chronologically, the next story after Death’s Bright Angel in the series, The Journals of Matthew Quinton, it has also been written to mark the three hundred and fiftieth anniversaries of the Dutch attacks on the Medway and Landguard Fort in 1667, and to honour the memories of those who fought and died during those campaigns.

Shortly after the event, fulsome praise was paid by Andrew Marvell to the most notable casualty on the British side at Chatham, Captain Archibald Douglas, although as I have noted elsewhere, ‘[Marvell’s poem] attempted to turn Douglas into a mythic symbol of British national unity, but that is not the principal impression which readers now, and, quite possibly, then too, take away from the poem: instead, the most powerful imagery conveyed in The Loyal Scot is that of remarkably overt homoeroticism.’ (I took the description of Douglas’s somewhat androgynous appearance directly from this poem.) Even so, part of Marvell’s eulogy can stand alone as an appropriate tribute to all who fell during those frenzied days during the summer of 1667:


But when in his immortal mind he felt

His alt’ring form and solder’d limbs to melt,

Down on the deck he laid himself and died,

With his dear sword reposing by his side

And on the flaming plank so rests his head

As one that’s warm’d himself and gone to bed.

His ship burns down and with his relics sinks,

And the sad stream beneath his ashes drinks.

Fortunate boy! If either pencil’s fame,

Or if my verse can propagate thy name,

When Oeta and Alcides are forgot,

Our English youth shall sing the valiant Scot.



As the great naval historian Sir John Knox Laughton pointed out over a century ago, though, it is a curious fact that no official papers mention the death of Douglas at all; but later in 1667, his widow Frances petitioned for the grant of a prize ship to compensate for her husband’s death when defending the ships at Chatham against the Dutch. Sadly, she was not granted it.

The Dutch attack on the Medway is rightly regarded as one of the Netherlands’ greatest military victories, while it has also traditionally been seen as one of Britain’s greatest defeats. The origins of the attack can be traced partly to the inadequacy of England’s taxation system, which meant that the two naval campaigns of 1665 and 1666 effectively exhausted the Treasury and the £2,500,000 voted by Parliament for the war. The decision was consequently taken to lay up the main fleet and rely on a system of squadrons to protect trade, allied to a strengthening of coastal fortifications; subsequently, peace negotiations began at Breda, leading to a complacent expectation among some of the courtiers around Charles II that the war was as good as over. The Dutch, though, led by the brothers Johan and Cornelis de Witt, were determined to avenge the damaging attack on the Vlie anchorage in the previous August, when some hundred and fifty merchantmen were burned; this incident, known as ‘Sir Robert Holmes, his bonfire’, features in the previous Quinton book, Death’s Bright Angel. Hence they revived a project first hatched in the early stages of the war, to strike an astonishingly bold blow against Charles II’s kingdoms. A Dutch fleet entered the mouth of the Thames, and was aided by a combination of circumstances, notably favourable winds, spring tides, the incomplete (or even not yet started) nature of many of the fortifications, and the feeble defence put up by the inadequate ground forces opposing the attack. The sequence of events – the capture of Sheerness, the attack on the chain, the capture of the Royal Charles, the burning of the Royal Oak, Royal James and Loyal London – then took place essentially as outlined in this book, although in order not to overburden the narrative, I have omitted the fates of some lesser vessels and the presence at Chatham of some individuals (notably Pepys’s Navy Board colleague, Sir John Mennes, and the Earl of Middleton, a veteran Scottish soldier who was then serving as Governor of Rochester). The subsequent repulse of the Dutch attack on Landguard Fort did little to restore British pride, and the Dutch fleet cruised the Channel and North Sea virtually unchallenged until peace was finally signed at Breda. The sequence of events in 1667 led to the Chatham attack being held up by nineteenth and twentieth-century politicians as an example of the perils of neglecting national defence and the Royal Navy in particular; for Victorian writers, it was also categorical proof of the decadence and corruption of the Stuart regime. Meanwhile, the Dutch held the Royal Charles as a trophy, retaining its transom bearing the Stuart royal arms even after the ship itself was broken up in 1673. This continues to be a prized display at Amsterdam’s Rijksmuseum, although it returned briefly to Britain in 2012 for an exhibition at the National Maritime Museum. Its arrival, in the presence of the soon-to-be King Willem Alexander and Prince Michael of Kent, was somewhat incongruous, though, as I blogged at the time:

‘The band played, the dignitaries saluted and up rolled… a typical British furniture van, from which emerged typical British removal men, who proceeded to unload a very large box adorned with a picture of the sternpiece; and as is the way of British removal men, they did so with much grunting, scratching of heads and seemingly coming very close to dropping the whole thing off the back of the van.’

Peter Pett was undoubtedly made a scapegoat in order to divert blame from higher powers, as Andrew Marvell rightly indicated. He was certainly not responsible for all of the confusion and contradictory orders that characterised the response to the Dutch attack, nor for the cynical political games and downright complacency that enabled it to succeed. Nevertheless, Pett certainly bore some of the responsibility for the debacle. For example, he was ordered to move the larger ships, including the Royal Charles, further upriver as early as 25 March, but failed to act; and his admission that he had used a dockyard boat to carry away his collection of ship models effectively sealed his fate. He was imprisoned in the Tower, as this story relates, but impeachment proceedings against him failed because of an adjournment of Parliament. Nevertheless, he was dismissed from his post at Chatham and died in obscurity in 1672. Thus he outlived George Monck, Duke of Albemarle, for whom the Chatham campaign proved to be his last; he died on 29 January 1670, and was given a state funeral in Westminster Abbey. Michiel de Ruyter fought several more battles until he fell in action off Sicily in April 1676, still in harness at the age of sixty-nine. His vast monument dominates Amsterdam’s Nieuwe Kerk; the Royal Netherlands Navy maintains the tradition of always naming one of its principal warships after him; and in 2015 he became the subject of the most expensive film ever made in the Netherlands, starring Frank Lammers, and released in the English-speaking world as Admiral: Command and Conquer. Cornelis de Witt, though, met a less glorious end. The Anglo–French invasion of the Netherlands in 1672, alluded to in the prologue and epilogue of this book, threatened to overwhelm the republic, and an angry mob blamed de Witt and his brother Johan. Both were literally torn apart, their hearts being cut out for display as trophies.



The principal source for the Dutch attack remains the classic work by P G Rogers, The Dutch in the Medway, first published in 1970; I contributed a foreword to the new edition, published in 2017 by Seaforth. Although it contains a number of errors, Rogers’ account remains highly readable, and is the best available in English. Other useful books included C J W van Waning and A van der Moer, Dese Aengenaeme Tocht: Chatham 1667, herbezien door zeemansogen (Zutphen, 1981), and De Ruyter: Dutch Admiral, edited by Jaap Bruijn, Ronald Prud’homme van Reine, and Baron Rolof von Hövell tot Westerflier (Karwansaray, Zutphen, 2012), a volume to which I contributed a chapter on British perceptions of de Ruyter. For the attack on Landguard Fort, see Frank Hussey, Suffolk Invasion (Terence Dalton, Lavenham, 1983), on which much of my account of that action is based. A recent field visit to Landguard enabled me to obtain a copy of the otherwise nearly unobtainable typewritten booklet, Landguard Fort, Felixstowe, by D A Wood, which contained some useful information about the nature and armament of the fort. I also used a wide variety of primary sources from both Britain and the Netherlands. Some of the most useful are two sketch maps of the Dutch attack, which indicate the precise positions of the ships in the Medway and the new batteries hastily erected to confront the Dutch. One of these was drawn by John Evelyn, while the other found its way into his papers. These can be found, respectively, in the Rawlinson Manuscripts at the Bodleian Library, Oxford (MS Rawlinson A195, folios 77–8) and in Evelyn’s papers at the British Library (Additional MS 78393, folios 16–17). The distances between moorings, and depths of water, in the Medway, are taken from the survey of the river made in October 1667 (British Library, Sloane MS 2448). For the organisation of the Dutch navy, see Jaap Bruijn’s seminal study, The Dutch Navy of the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (University of South Carolina Press, 1993); and for its ships, James Bender’s Dutch Warships in the Age of Sail, 1600–1714 (Seaforth Publishing, Barnsley, 2014), to which I contributed the introduction. The multinational nature of the Dutch fleet, including the presence, even in wartime, of substantial numbers of men from the British Isles, is explored in detail by Andrew Little in his 2008 University of Exeter doctoral thesis and the articles derived from it.

Generally speaking, I have altered the historical record as little as possible, given the obvious fact that all of the principal characters are fictitious. The only entirely invented incidents are the Dutch attack on the Royal Sceptre in the Medway, Matthew and Ves Thornavon’s mission to the Swale, the assault on the sconce at Landguard fort, and the battle between the Jupiter and the Adelaar. In reality, Charles II’s naval forces put up virtually no resistance at all to the Dutch fleet’s triumphant cruise off the British coasts in July 1667, with the exception of an attack on 23 July, commanded by Sir Edward Spragge, against the Dutch squadron which had remained in the mouth of the Thames. I had to take some liberties with the chronology, and with the actual courses taken by de Ruyter’s ships, to enable the Adelaar to fight Beau Harris’s command, and for the Dutch admiral then to be present at the latter’s funeral. In fact, the Dutch fleet learned of the signing of the Peace of Breda when off Plymouth on 1 August. I have taken a liberty with the timing of Beau Harris’s fictitious battle with the Adelaar. Like all seventeenth-century peace treaties, the Peace of Breda factored in the inevitable time lag involved in contemporary communications by laying down dates in the near future when hostilities should cease – in this case, 5 September for the English Channel and North Sea (although in practice, de Ruyter at once exchanged civilities with the authorities at Plymouth), 5 October for the Mediterranean and 24 April 1668 for most of the rest of the world. Thus, in theory, it should have been impossible for a battle such as that between the Jupiter and the Adelaar to be fought with both captains and crews not knowing that a peace treaty had been signed; but I decided to set aside the strict letter of international maritime law in favour of dramatic narrative.

The Privy Council inquisition of 19 June 1667 took place essentially as I have described it, with the addition of the fictitious Venner Garvey. Pepys was there, and the evidence heard from all of the witnesses (except, obviously, Matthew himself) is as he reported it in his diary; Arlington’s astonishingly cynical line, ‘if you are not guilty, then the world will think all of us guilty’, is taken almost verbatim from Pepys. John Dolben, Bishop of Rochester at the time of the Dutch attack (and eventually Archbishop of York), did fight as a young man at Marston Moor and the siege of York during the British civil wars; indeed, the wound he took at the latter confined him to bed for a year. However, there is no evidence to suggest that he was present at Chatham dockyard during the raid, not even as an observer. However, the story of the Duke of Albemarle’s proposed kamikaze defence of the Royal Charles is based on a contemporary source. I owe the intriguing suggestion that the Pro Patria might have been fitted with a saw-toothed or rasping keel to the historical blogger Sally Jeffery (https://thingsturnedup.wordpress.com/2014/02/15/how-they-broke-the-chain-at-chatham/). Even now, though, it is still not clear whether the Dutch actually broke the chain or not; one previously unknown source suggests that the Pro Patria actually struck the chain four times before getting through, but the writer was not at Chatham and was probably relying on hearsay.

The cry of Englishmen aboard the Dutch fleet as it sailed up the Medway – ‘We did heretofore fight for tickets! Now we fight for dollars!’ – is recorded in Pepys’s diary for 14 June 1667. The pilots who played the principal part in guiding the Dutch in the river were actually Captain Philip Holland, an erstwhile friend of Pepys, and his probable brother Robert. An Irishman, who went under the Dutch name of Tobias Tobiaszoon, led the attack on the Royal Charles. It is a sign of Charles II’s famous leniency that both of the Hollands were pardoned: Philip even served as a press master in the 1673 campaign, while Robert later went into the Danish navy and captained a seventy-four-gun man-of-war for them. The character of Joel Wyke is fictitious, but this was the name of the principal villain in the only previous fictional treatment in English of the events described in this book, Charles Macfarlane’s 1845 novel The Dutch in the Medway.

The ship being built at Harwich in 1667 by Anthony Deane became the Resolution, which was immortalised in The Resolution in a Gale, one of the finest works of art by Willem van de Velde the younger. She survived until 1703, when she was wrecked in an even greater gale, the ‘Great Storm’ of that year. The Englishman Thomas Dolman did command the Dutch invasion force at Landguard, but to the best of my knowledge, the Earl of Suffolk did not fly any ancient war banner of his Howard dynasty (although if such an object ever existed, he certainly should have). Suspicions of Captain Nathaniel Darell’s religion were, indeed, being aired in late June 1667, immediately before the attack on Landguard Fort. Darell was actually descended from a Cavalier gentry family of Calehill, Kent, and there is no evidence to connect him either to John Darrell, the exorcist, or to the Catholic Darrells of Buckinghamshire, who were related to the Earl of Castlemaine; but the coincidence of names simply provided too many attractive connections to ignore (as did the real relationship between the Countesses of Suffolk and Castlemaine, and the Earl of Oxford’s Dutch mother and upbringing). Darell rightly remains a hero to the Royal Marines, who sport the defence of Landguard Fort as their first battle honour, and to the people of Felixstowe, who mark ‘Darell’s Day’ every year on 2 July. However, there is considerable uncertainty about the size of the garrison that he commanded: different sources provide figures ranging from two to eight hundred, so I chose a middling course. The existence of the outlying sconce is overlooked in all the material currently on display at the fort, and in both its official guidebook and the booklet by Wood mentioned above, but it, and the other new defences hastily erected under Bernard de Gomme’s direction in the spring of 1667, is described in the excellent study Fortress Builder: Bernard de Gomme, Charles II’s Military Engineer (Liverpool University Press, 2004), by Andrew Saunders.

Finally, there is some evidence to show that in about 1670–1, there was a scheme to seize the Royal Charles in Hellevoetsluis harbour and bring her back to England. Thomas Butler, Earl of Ossory, was in command of the expedition, only for the king to change his mind and countermand the orders at the last minute. However, this story appears in only one source, the eighteenth-century historian Thomas Carte’s life of Ossory’s father, the Duke of Ormond, so it is possible that the tale is apocryphal. According to Carte, the expedition never set out; but if it ever had done, it might have been recalled by a missive carried by one of the royal yachts, perhaps that commanded by the one-armed Christopher Gunman, whose journals, preserved at the Lincolnshire Archives Office, constitute one of the most remarkable first-hand records of seventeenth-century naval warfare.

As for Michiel de Ruyter’s excellent English, reasonable fluency in Irish Gaelic, and propensity for informality (and, indeed, for cleaning his own cabin): these facts are all very well documented.
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