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AUTHOR’S NOTE

With the exception of the Officers and Seamen of HMS Huntress, and of Colonel Gorak and his daughter, all the characters in this novel really existed and their actions are a matter of historical fact. Where they have been credited with remarks or conversations—as, for example, with the fictitious characters—which are not actually their own words, care has been taken to make sure that these are, as far as possible, in keeping with their known sentiments.

Extracts from official despatches and telegraphic communications are made from existing records, with the addition of the names of fictitious characters and ships only when necessary to add credibility to this novel, which is based on fact and could have happened as narrated.

The author thanks the Navy Records Society for permission to reproduce map from the Society’s publications Russian War, 1854 and Russian War, 1855—Captain A.C. Dewar, R.N., and D. Bonner Smith, also Commander W.M. Phipps Hornby, R.N., for technical advice on ships mentioned, most kindly and generously given at her request.

The action of this story is based on the despatch from Commander Sherard Osborn of HMS Vesuvius, published in Russian War, 1855 (No. 74 Inclosure, dated 18th, May, 1855), see page 241.

Sir Colin Campbell remained in command at Balaclava—at Lord Raglan’s request—when the second expedition to Kertch sailed from Sebastopol on 22nd, May, 1855, although he was himself most anxious to accompany the troops of his Highland Brigade.

FOR LADY ELIZABETH MATHESON
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PROLOGUE

At precisely one hour before sunset on 3 May 1855 Her Majesty’s steam-screw three-decker Royal Albert weighed anchor and put to sea, flying the flag of Rear-Admiral Sir Edmund Lyons, Commander-in-Chief of the British Naval Forces in the Black Sea. Two Generals—Sir George Brown and the no less redoubtable commander of the Highland Brigade, Sir Colin Campbell—stood with the Admiral on her poop, watching as the men of the 93rd Highlanders, brave in their faded scarlet and tartan, mustered on the deck below for inspection.

The flagship was followed from the Fleet anchorage off Sebastopol by five other ships-of-the-line, all of them laden, as she was, with troops, including several thousand French infantrymen and a battalion of Turks. The liners were joined by fifteen frigates and gunboats, led by the Miranda, a steam-screw corvette of 14 guns, under the command of the Admiral’s son, Captain Edmund Mowbray Lyons. Taking station in three lines, the two- and three-deckers in the centre, the Fleet set course in a north-westerly direction, as if making for Odessa, with the object of deceiving those enemy watchers who might have witnessed and, in consequence, be speculating as to the reason for this carefully timed departure.

A smaller French squadron, commanded by Admiral Bruat in his flagship Montebello, 120, slipped their moorings and steamed out of Kamiesch Bay shortly afterwards, also with a General—D’Autemarre—and a large contingent of troops on board. The French naval Commander-in-Chief, however, made no attempt to conceal his destination. Prior to sailing, he had ordered his captains to proceed at once to the pre-arranged rendezvous with their British allies, off the heavily fortified towns of Kertch and Yenikale, which, standing at the end of a jutting peninsula, guarded the entrance to the shallow, landlocked Sea of Azoff, to the east of Sebastopol. Here the combined force of some eleven thousand men—over seven thousand of them French—was to be landed at two points to the south of Kertch, from whence they were to advance, take the town by assault, and put its formidable gun batteries out of action. This would permit the entry of an Allied squadron of light-draught steam frigates and gunboats to enter the Sea of Azoff for the purpose of cutting the Russian supply routes to the Crimea and Sebastopol.

Throughout the long, bitter Crimean winter Sebastopol had held out against the pounding of the Allied siege-guns, despite casualties which averaged two hundred and fifty a day and which rose to six thousand at the height of a single day’s bombardment. Such a feat would have been impossible had it not been for the constant stream of men, munitions, and food supplies entering the beleagured city from the north, where the road from Prince Gortchakoft’s army headquarters at Bakshi-Serai lay outside the investing lines of the Allies, secure from attack by land or sea and far beyond the range of the cannon ringing the Heights to the south.

A survey of the coast had confirmed the existence of a military road, linking Bakshi-Serai and Simpheropol with towns on the shores of the Sea of Azoff, by means of which virtually all the needs of the Russian army in the Crimea were being supplied. In the six months since he had succeeded his former Chief, Vice-Admiral Deans Dundas, as Commander of the British Fleet, Admiral Lyons had advocated the launching of a combined naval and military expedition to seize control of the Sea of Azoff, and he had planned the operation down to the smallest detail, in the deeply held conviction that, if successful, it would shorten the war and starve Sebastopol into submission.

Once through the Strait, the gunboat squadron could maintain itself and go about its task unsupported, since the enemy had no ships in the Sea of Azoff capable of opposing the intruders. For this reason the troops, save for a small Turkish garrison, could be withdrawn after Kertch, Yenikale, and Arabat were taken.

It was a bold, well-conceived plan, and Admiral Lyons had pleaded for its adoption by the Allied High Command with all the fervour and eloquence he possessed.

Up to the last moment, however, General Canrobert, the French military Commander-in-Chief, had wavered—first giving his approval to the plans put forward by Admiral Bruat and then rejecting them. He could not plead any shortage of troops, since he had reinforcements already disembarking at Constantinople, amounting to a reserve corps of twenty-five thousand men, which would bring his total strength up to almost three times that of the British.

Finally, on 29th April, at a lengthy conference held at Lord Raglan’s headquarters, he had, with extreme reluctance, agreed to contribute seventy-five hundred of his troops to the expedition, for a limited period of fourteen days. He had only then agreed to do so as an alternative to continuing the bombardment and assault on Sebastopol’s Central Bastion, which had been urged upon him by Lord Raglan and his own General Pélissier, concerning the initial launching of which he had twice changed his mind in the course of a single week.

Admiral Lyons, pacing the poop of his flagship as she steamed majestically into the crimson glow of the setting sun, found himself thanking his Maker that the squadron was, at last, on its way. An eleventh hour change of heart by Canrobert had always been on the cards, but now, thanks be to heaven, it was too late for the French Général-en-Chef to have second thoughts. Forcing a smile to his lips, he walked slowly over to join the two British Generals on whom the success of the whole expedition would depend.

They could not have been better chosen, he thought. Both were Scots and, between them, they had more experience of the harsh realities of war than the rest of the British divisional commanders put together. Both men were in their late sixties, white-haired veterans who, as young officers, had served with great gallantry under the Duke of Wellington, in almost every battle of the Peninsular War. Sir George Brown had subsequently fought under General Ross in America; Sir Colin Campbell in India, under Napier and Gough—indeed, he had commanded a division at Chilianwala and Gujerat in 1849, although here, in the Crimea six years later, he merited only a brigade.

The Admiral’s smile faded, as he reflected wryly on the rewards of nearly fifty years’ distinguished military service when—as in the case of these two fine old soldiers—an officer had neither the money nor the necessary influence to purchase advancement in his profession. In the Navy, at least, commissions were not bought and sold and, although the right connections undoubtedly helped, promotion was not—as it seemed so often to be in the Army—the perquisite of the rich and titled, regardless of ability.

“Ah, Admiral . . . my congratulations!” Erect and soldierly in his immaculate frock coat, Lieutenant-General Sir George Brown turned from his rapt contemplation of the kilted Highlanders parading on the forward deck, a thoughtful frown drawing his bushy white brows together. Despite his sixty-seven years, he was a man of prodigious physical energy and—a martinet of the old school—was far from popular with the wealthy and titled younger officers, of the type who had been in the Admiral’s mind, a few minutes earlier. He set, and insisted upon, a high standard of discipline in the Light Division he commanded, and was a firm believer in the efficacy of flogging, but the men, while they might complain of his severity and deplore his aversion to change, had nevertheless learnt to respect his personal courage and reliable leadership. They bestowed uncomplimentary nicknames on him behind his back, but having, at the Alma, recognized him for the competent professional soldier he was, they took a grudging pride in the demands he made on them and would have followed him anywhere. “Damme, you must be deuced glad,” he suggested gruffly, “that we’re at last headed for Kertch.”

“I am,” Admiral Lyons admitted. “To be honest, General, I expected—no, feared—right up to the moment we weighed, that one of Canrobert’s aides would arrive with orders for us not to sail.”

“So did I . . . infernal fellow! Incapable of coming to a decision and then sticking to it.” Sir George Brown seldom minced words. “Poor Lord Raglan has a shocking time with him, just as he had with St Arnaud. Mind, I like Bosquet well enough, and Sir Colin”—he laid a hand on Sir Colin Campbell’s thin, bowed shoulder—“has been trying to sing Pélissier’s praises to me all afternoon. But damme, they’re all the same, these infernal Frenchmen . . . one’s just as bad as the other, in my view. I was happier when we were fighting against them and that’s the truth!”

Sir Colin Campbell spread his hands in an indulgent disclaimer of this somewhat sweeping statement and observed quietly, “Ah, come now, my friend, we found the French worthy of our steel forty years ago—and they’re not all tarred with the same brush as their present Commander-in-Chief. General Pélissier has a fine record and he was Canrobert’s superior officer until they came to the Crimea, so I doubt if he’ll let himself be overawed by anyone—not even the Emperor!”

Sir Colin’s accent was strong and, listening to him, Admiral Lyons was reminded of another occasion when that dry, rasping Scottish voice had been raised to exhort the men of the 93rd to stand firm. They had been all that stood between the might of the Russian cavalry and the port of Balaclava, one misty October morning the previous year—two ranks of Highlanders whom Mr Russell, Special Correspondent of The Times, had described in his despatch as “a thin red line tipped with steel” . . . a dramatic but not inappropriate description.

“Remember, Ninety-third,” Sir Colin had warned them, as they waited tensely for the expected cavalry charge, “There’s no retreat from here—you maun die where ye stand, if need be . . .” and then, a little later, as some of the men started to surge forward to meet the advancing enemy, “Damn all this eagerness, Ninety-third! Keep your lines!”

The Admiral permitted himself a grim little smile, as he recalled the report of this incident which he had received from Lieutenant—now Commander—Phillip Hazard, who had been present, on his instructions, his task to order the immediate evacuation of Balaclava Harbour should the 93rd fail to hold the line at Kadikoi.

Sir George Brown grunted. “God in heaven!” he exclaimed indignantly. “If it hadn’t been for Canrobert, we could have walked into Sebastopol seven months ago, with scarcely a shot fired—and this infernally ill-conducted war would have been over by now! Damme, Colin, you know as well as I do that the Russians were ready to surrender the place to us after the Alma. They were routed and demoralized, they had no fight left in ’em and with the best will in the world, Korniloff couldn’t have stopped us with his handful of sailors. But . . . Canrobert wouldn’t have it. Land the siege-guns, he said, knock down their defences—an assault without a preliminary bombardment would be suicidal. He, more than anyone, is responsible for the ghastly losses we’ve sustained this winter, but in London they’re blaming Lord Raglan for them.” His voice rose in angry exasperation. “Unhappily for us, Canrobert commands the only army worthy of the name out here now—ours is pitifully inferior, both in size and equipment, as you also know—and so we’re powerless to engage in any offensive operation without the French. Even for this expedition, Canrobert has supplied three times as many men as we have and, the devil fly away with him, I would not put it past him to recall the whole lot within twenty-four hours of our landing! He’s quite capable of it—don’t you agree, Admiral?”

While privately sharing his fears on this score, Admiral Lyons decided that it might be wiser not to say so. “I earnestly trust not, General,” he answered diplomatically. “Now that we have actually sailed with General Canrobert’s troops aboard, it seems hardly likely that he can go back on his word—and he will have Lord Raglan to reckon with, if he does. Well . . .” He glanced skywards, inhaling the now dank evening air. “We shall change course as soon as darkness falls and there’s a chance that we may run into fog tomorrow morning which—provided it is not too thick—will aid our enterprise. Let us go below to my quarters, shall we, gentlemen, and share the last of some excellent Madeira my son Jack brought out for me when he joined my flag.”

They followed him to his spacious stern-cabin, but it was evident that Sir George Brown was not appeased.

“I don’t trust Canrobert,” he said. “I don’t trust him any further than I can see him, ’pon my soul I don’t.” He accepted a glass of Madeira from the Admiral’s nephew, Algernon Lyons, who was acting as Flag Lieutenant, and stared into it moodily. “Damnation, Sir Edmund!” he went on explosively. “I’d give six months’ pay to know what’s going on at the French headquarters at this moment—and I’m not a rich man, as heaven’s my witness. Nor am I one who normally sets much store by premonitions, but I have to confess to you that I’m devilish uneasy.”

Young Lieutenant Lyons regarded him in stunned surprise, as if afraid that he had suddenly taken leave of his senses, but the Admiral, aware that old Sir George was the last person in the world to allow his imagination to run away with him, heard him in frowning silence. Then, remembering his duties as host, he raised his glass. “Come, gentlemen,” he invited. “Shall we banish our cares and drink to the capture of Kertch?”

Sir Colin Campbell was the first to respond. “Aye,” he assented, with forced heartiness. “Aye, we’ll do that, Admiral, and gladly. To the capture of Kertch!”

Glowering and reluctant, Sir George Brown rose to his feet. “Very well,” he conceded. “I’ll drink to the capture of Kertch . . . and damnation to General Canrobert, if he does interfere with us; you know what the troops call him, don’t you—Robert Can’t. It’s at least as apt as some of the names they call me!” He drank the toast and then lowered himself stiffly back into his chair. “I wish I knew,” he added, under his breath. “Dear heaven, I wish I knew . . .”


CHAPTER ONE

The two Allied squadrons which composed the expedition to Kertch came to anchor off Cape Takli in thick fog, some fifteen miles from the beach at Kamish-Bourno, at which it had been planned to set the troops ashore.

Phillip Horatio Hazard, commanding Her Majesty’s steam-screw sloop Huntress, of 14 guns, stood with one foot braced against the weather hammock netting and his glass to his eye. Since sunrise, when the fog had started to clear, there had been a constant to-ing and fro-ing of boats between the Royal Albert, flying the flag of Rear-Admiral Lyons, and the Montebello, flying that of Vice-Admiral Bruat, and now he saw the French flagship was preparing to weigh anchor. Two other French ships, both frigates with troops on board, had already left the anchorage and set course, not, as might have been expected, for Kamish Burun, but to the south-west, as if their intention were to return to Sebastopol, and Phillip was puzzled.

The Huntress had been on patrol off the Circassian coast between Soujak and Anapa and, on instructions from Captain Moore of the Highflyer, senior British naval officer in the Strait, she had gone in company with the Spitfire to the rendezvous of the two Allied squadrons, in order to report the result of her observation of the enemy’s movements, at first hand, to Admiral Lyons. The two squadrons had reached the rendezvous in the late afternoon and, soon after the arrival of the first ship, the fog had rolled in, shrouding the anchorage in a swirling white blanket of mist and causing some delay. Captain Spratt of the Spitfire had duly delivered his letters to the Royal Albert, but Phillip had not, as yet, been summoned to make his report. He had watched, in growing bewilderment, as a small French steamer had loomed suddenly out of the mist, coming from the direction of Sebastopol and, with scant regard for the danger of the prevailing conditions, had passed swiftly between the lines of anchored and still moving ships. Scarcely waiting until her own paddle-wheels ceased churning, she had sent a boat to the Montebello and shortly afterwards—although the fog was as dense as ever—the to-ing and fro-ing had begun.

The Montebello’s barge had taken the French Commanderin-Chief, with his staff and what appeared, in the dimness, to be a number of army officers, to the Royal Albert, and Rear-Admiral Houston Stewart had followed them when the Hannibal came to anchor, an hour or so later. The boats had remained alongside the British flagship until long after the fog had been succeeded by darkness, and since sunrise—when the Spiteful made an unexpected appearance from Sebastopol— boats and barges had been going back and forth between the flagships, with both naval and military officers crowded into the sternsheets.

Now, however, it seemed to the anxiously watching Phillip, whatever sudden emergency had been causing the expedition’s commanders such concern had been resolved, although with precisely what result it was impossible to say. Unless . . . frowning, he watched the Montebello cat her bower anchor, saw her screw start to rotate and, slowly and majestically, she moved out from the anchorage, her course—like that of the two frigates which had preceded her—south-westerly.

“She’s heading back to Kamiesch!” A voice exclaimed at his elbow. Phillip turned, lowering his Dollond, as his brother Graham, now acting as his First Lieutenant, crossed the quarterdeck to join him. Since the restoration of his commission, Graham Hazard had been a changed personality, and their relationship—although, as Captain of the Huntress, Phillip still outranked him—had now been established on a new and happier footing. Not quite as it had been during their boyhood, of course . . . Graham was the elder by seven years, and those lost years, when he had drifted round the world, sometimes as an officer but more often as a seaman in the merchant service, had left their mark on him and, no doubt, would never be completely erased. But he was an efficient, conscientious, and very able First Lieutenant, under whose taut but always just administration the ship’s company had shaken down in a manner Phillip had despaired of when Ambrose Quinn had been his second-in-command.

He shrugged and said, answering his brother’s shocked observation, “So it would seem—and, by the look of things, the rest of the French squadron’s about to follow her.”

Graham lifted his own glass to his eye and subjected the slowly moving three-decker to a lengthy scrutiny. “No signal . . . nothing. That’s odd. What do you make of it, Phillip? Surely the French can’t be leaving us to take Kertch on our own?”

Phillip repeated his shrug. “At a guess, I’d say they were. The Mouette joined in the most almighty hurry last evening, just after you handed over the deck to Anthony Cochrane . . . she had her gig out and pulling across to the French flagship almost before she’d lost way. And I’m not sure, but I thought I recognized Fred Maxse in the Spiteful’s boat this morning, which suggests that Lord Raglan may have sent a despatch to our Admiral. He would scarcely have done that if all was as it should be, I’m afraid. Besides, you know General Canrobert, do you not? His indecision is becoming proverbial, so it’s not beyond the bounds of possibility that he has changed his mind concerning the usefulness of sending a flotilla into the Sea of Azoff.”

“Perdition take him!” Graham exclaimed. “At this stage, when we’re in sight of our objective? I find it hard to believe— even of Robert Can’t!”

“Nevertheless I very much fear he has,” Phillip told him flatly. “As to the lateness of the hour, you surely haven’t forgotten how he changed his mind when we had cleared for action, ready to bombard the Sebastopol sea forts, last October? I’d say that he’s quite capable of countermanding this attack. He’s never been in favour of it, according to Jack Lyons.”

“By God, I hope you’re wrong, Phillip!”

“So do I. But the fact that the Admiral has not yet summoned me to report on the Circassian coastal forts does suggest that there has been some change of plan and . . . as you can see”—Phillip pointed—“the Lucifer and the Megère are under way now. And Sedaiges of the Lucifer was supposed to be Jack’s second-in-command, was he not?”

They watched in dismayed silence as the two French frigates, their decks swarming with blue-uniformed infantrymen, steamed past in the wake of the Montebello. Both had been designated to form part of the Allied steam squadron which, under Jack Lyons’s command, had been under orders to enter the Sea of Azoff when Kertch was taken. This would just about break Jack’s heart, Phillip thought. He and the Admiral had worked with such dedicated determination to ensure that the operation they had—as long ago as last December—termed “The Spring Offensive,” should be carried out without a hitch when the time came. And now it was already May . . . he sighed, and Graham, guessing his thoughts, turned from his contemplation of the departing ships and gave a rueful shrug.

“I fear you are right, Phillip—there is something up. Dammit, I suppose it will be back to blockade duties and coastal patrols for us—if we’re not ferrying troops—and we can kiss good-bye to any hope of action. I feel almost inclined to volunteer for service with the Naval Brigade on shore, if that’s all that lies before us.” He spoke with so much feeling that Phillip turned to stare at him in surprise.

“You’re not serious, are you?”

“About volunteering for the Naval Brigade? Well . . .” Graham hesitated and then shook his head. “No, not really. I’m disappointed, even frustrated, at the thought of turning tail and leaving the enemy in undisputed possession of the whole of the Azoff coast. It’s a natural reaction, and every man in this convoy will share it, I imagine, if that’s really what we’re going to do. But is it? Don’t you think the Admiral might make an attempt to take Kertch without the infernal French?”

“He has too few troops,” Phillip said regretfully. “I don’t see how he can, alas, but . . .” He broke off as the Officer of the Watch sang out a warning from the port side of the quarterdeck.

“Signal from the Flag, sir.” The young mate, Robin Grey, now confirmed in his acting rank and taking a regular watch, read the signal hoist with swift competence. “General signal for all Captains to repair on board, sir. Shall I call away your gig?”

“If you please, Mr Grey,” Phillip turned back to his brother with a wry smile. “Well, we shall soon know, shall we not? I see Captain Keppel’s smartly away”—he gestured to starboard, where the fine two-decker, St Jean d’Acre, of 101 guns, lay at anchor, dwarfing the clumsy, paddle-wheel steam frigates ahead and astern of her—“If anyone can persuade the Admiral to carry on without the French it will be Keppel! He must have had his gig in the water as soon as he got here, waiting for the signal . . . and Lord Clarence Paget is after him. With those two as advocates, we may see action after all.”

“Indeed we may,” Graham agreed, his expression more cheerful. They descended to the entry port together and, as the side party came to attention, Phillip lowered himself into his waiting gig, taking his place in the sternsheets beside the boat commander, Midshipman Sean O’Hara, who gave the order to cast off in a high-pitched treble. The fog was clearing quite rapidly now, with the warmth of the sun and a lively offshore breeze and, as they joined a procession of boats all pulling in the direction of the flagship, O’Hara’s sharp eyes spied a Cossack patrol, keeping observation from the high ground on the western side of the Cape.

“D’you see the bounders, sir?” He pointed, both tone and manner the cool, faintly contemptuous reaction of a veteran, to whom Cossack videttes were no novelty. At an age when most of his contemporaries were still schoolboys, the fourteenyear-old O’Hara—whose voice, to his impotent annoyance, had only recently started to break—had twice tried conclusions with roving bands of Cossack cavalry and had, on both occasions, distinguished himself. Phillip’s mouth twitched as the youngster added belligerently, “They’re in for quite a shock, sir, aren’t they, when they realize that we intend to take Kertch?”

“It’s to be hoped they are, Mr O’Hara.” Phillip’s reply was deliberately non-committal and the midshipman glanced at him in mute question, the eager light fading from his eyes when his glance elicited no further information. But he was too well trained to press the point, and only when he brought the gig alongside the Royal Albert’s starboard chains did he venture a diffident, “Good luck, sir,” as an indication that, even if he did not understand the reason for his commander’s evasiveness, he did not resent it. They would evidently need more than luck, however, Phillip decided, when he joined his fellow commanders in the Admiral’s stateroom and glimpsed the glum expressions on the faces of those who had preceded him. The Admiral himself looked pale and strained; beside him, Sir George Brown, to whom command of the military part of the operation had been entrusted, was giving forcible vent to his feelings in a somewhat one-sided conversation with Sir Colin Campbell and Colonel Ainslie of the 93rd. Phillip caught the word “Canrobert” uttered as if it were an oath and then his attention was drawn to a group of senior officers of his own Service, who were subjecting Frederick Maxse—naval liaison officer to Lord Raglan—to a spate of questions which, apparently, he was unable to answer. Both Captain Keppel—his one-time commander in his midshipman days—and Captain Lord Clarence Paget of the Princess Royal were in this group and his heart sank as he heard the red-haired little Keppel say bitterly, “That’s it, then. But I tell you, they’d run as soon as they saw our to’gallant masts above the horizon—they wouldn’t stay to fight!”

There was a deep-voiced murmur of agreement, which died to expectant silence when Admiral Lyons moved to the head of the long table. “If you will be seated, gentlemen,” he requested quietly. “I will endeavour to explain the situation in which we, most unhappily, have been placed. As some of you will have observed, General Canrobert sent a despatch steamer after us, with orders to Admiral Bruat to return to Kamiesch immediately, with the ships under his command and the troops they are carrying. The reason given for this change of plan was, I understand from Admiral Bruat, the fact that the General received urgent instructions by electric telegraph from the Emperor Napoleon, requiring him to bring up the French Reserve Corps from the Bosphorus without a single day’s delay.” There was another loud and concerted murmur of shocked protest from the assembled Captains, but the Admiral, his voice stern and controlled, went on, “Needless, I feel sure, to tell you, gentlemen, we”—his raised hand indicated the two British Generals seated on either side of him—“we did everything in our power to persuade Admiral Bruat and General D’Autemarre to continue with us to the selected landing beach at Kamish-Bourno and, at least, set the French troops ashore, to enable us to take possession of Kertch.”

“And they refused, sir?” Lord Clarence Paget asked incredulously. “They’re returning to Sebastopol?”

Admiral Lyons bowed his head in reluctant assent. “I observed to them that General Canrobert had not sent us the text of the message from Paris, nor had he clearly defined it or ventured to say that Lord Raglan agreed with him in his interpretation of it. I assured Admiral Bruat that, were I in his place, I would unhesitatingly go on in the conviction that the Emperor, if he were on the spot and aware of our plans for this expedition, would undoubtedly command it. I observed, too, that it appeared from the statement of the officer who brought General Canrobert’s letter that Lord Raglan had declined to write to me by him, which showed clearly that his lordship had no wish to see the expedition return. But . . .” he spread his hands in a gesture of resignation, “although the Admiral, after lengthy discussion, agreed to give the matter a night’s reflection, he and General D’Autemarre came on board early this morning and they both said, to me and to General Brown, that they considered it their duty to obey this order. Do not, I beg you, gentlemen, attach any blame to my gallant colleague. Admiral Bruat has worked heart and hand with me to bring about this enterprise and it was evident that his decision to abandon it was reached with extreme reluctance. As he reminded me during our discussion, he is entirely under the orders of the Commander of the French Land Forces and, although it was most painful to him, he deemed it his inescapable duty to obey the instructions received yesterday evening, since these came not only from General Canrobert but, in fact, directly from the Emperor.”

Again there was a chorus of outraged voices, but Admiral Lyons wearily silenced them. “You remarked, my dear Henry,” he said, addressing Captain Keppel, “that the enemy had but to see our to’gallant masts over the horizon and they would not stay to fight . . . and I should dearly like to put your contention to the test, believe me. Unhappily I have received a letter from Captain Moore, who, as you know, has had Kertch under constant observation since early in April. It was delivered to me this morning by Captain Spratt of the Spitfire and you may read it, if you wish.” He motioned to his secretary, who laid the letter on the table in front of him. “There it is. In it, Captain Moore agrees with Colonel Desaint and Major Gordon, of the French and English Engineers, in thinking the moment very propitious for an attack, but all three officers recommend that it should not be undertaken with less than ten thousand men. And we have only two and a half thousand . . . in addition, a considerable portion of the French troops are being carried in our ships-of-the-line, as Admiral Bruat reminded me. He also reminded me that it was of the utmost importance to preserve our unity of action, and the good feeling which has hitherto existed between the two fleets and the two armies, and said that he took it for granted that we would not separate from him.”

This time, his words were greeted by a stunned silence, which the Admiral himself broke. “Commander Maxse joined this morning in the Spiteful,” he stated. “He placed in my hands a letter from Lord Raglan, which contained copies of a note addressed to his lordship by General Canrobert, and the text of the telegraphic despatch received by His Excellency from Paris. This last is in French, but I will read you its translation. First, however, I will read you part of Lord Raglan’s letter to me . . . you have it, Frederick?” Lieutenant Cleeve, his secretary, obediently placed the letter he had asked for into his outstretched hand. Still in the same flat, controlled voice, Admiral Lyons started to read. “‘I apprehend that if the French troops, which form three-fourths of your force, be withdrawn, there can be no chance of your being able to proceed on the expedition with a fair prospect of success and without incurring a risk which the circumstances would hardly justify.’ Gentlemen, I am regretfully compelled to agree with his lordship’s assessment of the situation and so, too, is Sir George Brown, although Lord Raglan adds in his letter: ‘Should you and Sir George Brown, however, after due deliberation, think it advisable to go on, and see the state of things with a view to taking advantage of any opening that may present itself, I am perfectly willing to support any such determination on Sir George Brown’s part, and to be responsible for the undertaking.’” He faltered suddenly, his voice losing its forced calm, and added, with unconcealed bitterness, “Sir George and I, aided and advised by Sir Colin Campbell, have discussed the situation endlessly and from every conceivable angle and, I tell you with deep regret, gentlemen, we have come to the conclusion that this expedition must be abandoned.”

Once again there was silence. The assembled officers looked at each other in dismay; even when Sir George Brown rose to his feet and harshly confirmed the Admiral’s announcement of their decision, no one ventured to question it. It was alas, all too evident, Phillip thought, that the decision was the only one possible in the circumstances. Two and a half thousand men—even if they included the splendid fighting men of the Highland Brigade—could not hope to drive an enemy numbering at least ten thousand from their prepared and well-armed defensive positions. He heard Captain Spratt, in response to the Admiral’s request, confirm just how strong the Russians’ defences were and then listened, in an unhappy daze, when the text of the telegraphic despatch from the French Emperor was read out. Beside him, young Lieutenant William Hewett, with whom he had shared some tense moments during the Russian attack on the Careening Ravine, which had been the prelude to the Battle of Inkerman the previous November, expelled his breath in a long-drawn sigh of frustration.

“Bully” Hewett, as he was affectionately known, had recently been appointed to his first command—that of the flat-bottomed, steam-screw gun vessel Beagle, of 4 guns—and his disappointment was understandable. The Beagle, by reason of her shallow draught, would have been one of the first ships to enter the Sea of Azoff had Kertch been taken, and her young commander, always in the thick of things, had been keenly looking forward to the prospect of taking her into action. “Now,” he whispered glumly to Phillip, “there’s to be no action. I’m beginning to wish that I’d stayed ashore with my Lancaster battery. Damn the French, I say!”

And this, it seemed, was the general feeling. The French, as usual, were to blame for the fiasco. Under General Canrobert’s command, it had so often happened that British plans for an end to the stalemate of the siege had been acceded to initially and then rejected that, although everyone was dismayed, few were surprised. There were one or two suggestions—the most pressing of these coming from Captain Keppel—that an attempt should be made to land what troops were available, after a preliminary naval bombardment of Kertch, but Captain Spratt’s estimate of the depth of water in the Strait swiftly put a damper on even Keppel’s enthusiasm. Phillip, called upon to make his report on the Anapa defences, did so very briefly, supporting Spratt’s contention that the line-of-battle ships would be unable to approach close enough to their target, due to lack of water, to bring their guns effectively to bear.

“I am afraid, gentlemen, that further discussion of this unfortunate situation will be to no avail. We must retire before our enemy—General Canrobert has left us with no alternative,” Admiral Lyons told them. He sounded very tired, but added, as his Captains rose, taking this as their dismissal, “Be assured, however, that I shall not cease to urge the Allied High Command to renew this expedition as soon as may be possible—within a week or two, if I have my way. The enemy can only look upon what has occurred as a feigned movement and they will therefore be less prepared for attack here, as elsewhere. Indeed, I cannot fancy anything so calculated to draw off his force from the main body of his army and thus aid other important operations—such as the French Emperor envisages—as for us to become masters of the Sea of Azoff.” He laid a consoling hand on his son’s shoulder and, for the first time since he had summoned the squadron commanders to hear his decision, his lips parted in a smile. “I thank you all for your patient forebearance. Good morning, gentlemen.”

They started to file out, Phillip with them, when Algernon Lyons, the Flag Lieutenant, caught him by the arm.

“Don’t rush away, Phillip,” he said. “The Admiral would like a word with you. He’s talking to Captain Keppel at the moment, but I don’t think he’ll be long.”

Phillip waited and Jack Lyons, who had been standing talking to some of the officers of his light-draught steam squadron, recognized him and crossed to his side. “Well, Phillip, this is a sad day, is it not?”

“Indeed it is,” Phillip agreed. “We can only hope that the Admiral will contrive to persuade General Canrobert of the urgent need for us to enter the Sea of Azoff.”

“Don’t speak to me of Canrobert!” Captain Lyons pleaded, an angry glint in his blue eyes. He was like his father, Phillip thought, taller, broader of shoulder, but with the same square-cut chin, firm mouth, and deep-set eyes. He had inherited his father’s charm of manner, as well as his fine intellect and, at thirty-six, a senior Post-Captain with an enviable Service record, would almost certainly reach Flag rank himself in due course. Phillip had served under him in his first command on the China Station and their friendship was of long standing, dating back to the days when Sir Edmund Lyons had been British Ambassador to the Court of King Otho of Greece, a post he had held with distinction for fourteen years. “To think,” Jack Lyons went on, “that we were within less than two hours’ steaming from our destination when that miserable little despatch boat came up with us! If only the fog had fallen sooner, she might not have found us in time, for I swear, Phillip, had we set the troops ashore before Canrobert’s instructions were delivered, Admiral Bruat would have permitted them to remain. He is the best of fellows, you know, and this operation meant as much to him as it did to my father. He was heartbroken when the decision to abandon it was forced upon him, but in the circumstances Canrobert left him no choice. If he had agreed to go on to Kertch it would have been held that he had disobeyed a direct order from the Emperor.”

“I suppose it would. All the same . . .” Phillip shrugged disgustedly and the younger Lyons smiled, in rueful understanding.

“I know how you feel and how we all feel. However, you will not have to return to Kazatch with the rest of us, you lucky dog! My father has something else in mind for you which may relieve the monotony for a while.”

Phillip’s spirits rose. “You mean I’m not to go back to the blockading squadron?”

“So I was given to understand, although I know no details, beyond the basic fact that my father is anxious to make contact with the Circassian chiefs, with a view to organizing attacks on Soujak Kaleh and Anapa, aided by Turkish troops. It sounds as if it were to be a cloak-and-dagger mission of some kind and one very much after your own heart.” Jack clapped a friendly hand on Phillip’s shoulder. “After your exploits in Odessa last winter, my father naturally considers you well suited for the task. But come—the others are leaving, so he’s free now and he’ll tell you about it himself.”

Phillip followed him eagerly and the Admiral, after taking affectionate leave of his son, seated himself once more at the head of the long table and motioned Phillip to a chair beside his own. A steward brought in a tray of coffee and set it down in front of him.

“Ah, Phillip, my dear boy—help yourself to a cup of coffee and, while you’re about it, pour one for me, if you please. My throat is as dry as a bone, after all the cajoling and arguing I’ve had to do—alas, to no avail.” Phillip did as he had requested and he went on, “There is a service I should like you to perform, if you will, which may be of some considerable assistance to me in my efforts to convince the French High Command—and the Emperor—that this expedition to the Sea of Azoff must be mounted again without delay. Have you the maps I asked for, Frederick?”

“Yes, sir.” His secretary spread out a map of the Circassian coast and laid a sealed package at Phillip’s elbow. “And the orders for Commander Hazard, sir.”

The Admiral thanked him and gestured to the map.

“Your orders allow you a fairly free hand, Phillip, but I’d like to explain them before you go, so that you will understand what I’m trying to achieve and act accordingly. I want you to proceed at once to Ghelenjik and there make contact with a Circassian chief by the name of Serfir Pasha—he has a Turkish title but he’s not a Turk. You were not with me when I made a reconnaissance of the area last May, with part of the steam squadron, were you?”

“No, sir.” Phillip shook his head, “I was with the Tiger, sir, when she—”

“When she ran aground in fog off Odessa and the enemy blew her to pieces,” the Admiral finished for him. “Yes, of course you were . . . I had forgotten. Well, to give you a brief resumé of our doings, we took Ghelenjik last May and left a Turkish and Circassian garrison to occupy the place, after we had repaired its defences. I had hoped then to enlist the armed support of the Circassians against Anapa and Soujak Kaleh, and I sent Captain Brock overland to Bardan, with a party of Marines, with the object of persuading the chiefs—and, in particular, their paramount chief, Schamyl, who is a very able soldier—to combine forces with the Turks. I wanted to gain control of the whole coast, but”—he sighed—“Schamyl insisted on waging his own campaign in Georgia which, I may say, he has done with conspicuous success. The others, although their hatred of the Russians is intense, told Brock that they could do little without aid—they asked for troops and munitions, and we had none to spare, unfortunately, and I had little success when I sought aid for them from the Turks. I did manage to obtain eight hundred troops from Selim Pasha, and with these we occupied Redoute Kaleh and Soukoum”—his long forefinger jabbed at place names on the map—“which latter place is still held by a very gallant naib of Schamyl’s, Mohammed Emin Bey, with about two thousand of his tribesmen.” The Admiral went into details and Phillip listened occasionally, asking a diffident question.

“These Circassians are a wild, undisciplined people, Phillip,” Sir Edmund Lyons warned. “They are robbers and freebooters, who have much in common with the Bashi-Bazouks—some of whom you may have encountered in the French camp. They fight bravely enough, but mainly for plunder and as often among themselves as against a common foe, and they mistrust any leadership save that of their own chieftains. They have good reason to mistrust the Turks and especially the Turkish Pashas, whose generalship leaves a good deal to be desired and who, I have been told on reliable authority, supplied them with faulty rifles and out-of-date ammunition, with which to wage war on the Russians. Nevertheless, they have waged war on them, sallying forth from their mountains to attack and harass supply columns and the like, with little help from the Turks. And they would have fought with us and under our command had we been able to leave even a token naval force with them last May—on the occasions when they did, we found them splendid allies. Captain Brock sent me a report on his dealings with them and there’s one from Captain Jones, of the Sampson, whom I left at Soukoum Kaleh to repair defences. I’ve asked Frederick Cleeve to prepare copies of both these reports for you, since you might find them useful, and we are searching for an interpreter whom you can take with you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Phillip acknowledged gratefully.

“Don’t thank me, my dear boy—you will need all the help you can get. This is no easy task I am setting you, you know.”

“I understand, sir. And I’ll do my best, of course, sir, but . . . what exactly do you wish me to do when I have made contact with Serfir Pasha? Attack Anapa and Soujak Kaleh with the Circassians?” Observing the Admiral’s smile, Phillip reddened. “I mean, sir, you—”

“In the now famous words of Sir Colin Campbell, ‘damn all this eagerness!’ But it does my heart good to find you so eager . . .” the smile was, Phillip realized, a kindly, even affectionate one and his momentary embarrassment faded as the naval Commander-in-Chief went on, “No, Phillip, what I really want you to do is to assemble the Circassian chiefs, with the aid of Serfir—or, through him, obtain the promise of their support—and persuade them to join with a Turkish force, under the command of Mustapha Pasha, who is coming to Ghelenjik in a Turkish steamer within the next ten days. You need not worry about Mustapha, he is one of the better Turkish generals and I am sending Commander Osborn in the Vesuvius to meet him. We need a firm promise of concerted action from both Circassians and Turks. If they could be induced to move on Anapa and Soujak I believe that not only would the enemy evacuate both places but that they might also withdraw from Yenikale and Kertch . . . which would make our entry into the Sea of Azoff very much easier. Even the promise of a move by the Circassians against Anapa might enable me to shame General Canrobert into reassembling this force, which has so shamefully had to be recalled. If you were able, in addition, to rouse the chiefs in the Kouban area to move on Yenikale, this too, would be extremely useful. But you have not much time, Phillip.”

“No, sir. About ten days I think you said?”

The Admiral inclined his head. “Yes . . . perhaps a little longer. You will have to leave the Huntress to cruise off Ghelenjik, under the command of your First Lieutenant whilst you are ashore, but if, in order to offer encouragement to the chiefs, you consider it expedient to land some of your men I should not disapprove. You’ve no Marines on board, have you?”

“No, sir.”

“Then we must try to supply you with at least some Marine Artillery and an officer. I shall also supply you with weapons and ammunition, to distribute among the chiefs—a case of Minié rifles to be included.” Admiral Lyons smiled faintly. Turning to his Flag Lieutenant, who was hovering in the background, he issued the required instructions and then continued, “I think that’s all, Phillip, except that if you see fit and believe such a manoeuvre necessary to impress the Circassians, take some of the leaders with you and fire a few broadsides at the Anapa batteries. Within reason, and, of course, without risking your ship, you may use your own discretion in this respect. The Viper will accompany the Vesuvius—if either you or Sherard Osborn have anything urgent to report, entrust letters to Lieutenant Armytage for delivery to me.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Taking this as his dismissal, Phillip picked up the package Lieutenant Cleeve had prepared for him and got to his feet. “Thank you very much, sir.”

His Commander-in-Chief eyed him with quizzically raised brows. “I say again, I’ve set you no easy task and can allow you very little time in which to accomplish it . . . yet still you thank me! What it is to be young and eager, my dear boy . . . well, I can only wish you Godspeed and good luck. You can take the rifles with you, they’re prepared. The Marines and your interpreter will be sent to you before we sail.”

“Aye, aye, sir.” Phillip stiffened to attention. “I shall hope to see you back here, with both squadrons, before long.”

“I shall be back,” the Admiral promised grimly. “Over General Canrobert’s dead body, if necessary, for we shall never take Sebastopol and end this war until we control the enemy’s supply routes from the Sea of Azoff—of that I am convinced. And we must end this war, Phillip . . . it is costing too much in human suffering to be allowed to drag on into another winter.”

Phillip left him and found Algernon Lyons awaiting him at the entry port and his gig already alongside. “Your rifles and ammunition are aboard your gig,” he said. “And—a bit of luck, Phillip—there’s a Lieutenant of Marines called Roberts in this ship, who has volunteered to accompany you. He helped the Circassians to repair the defences at Soukoum Kaleh last year when he was serving under Captain Jones in the Sampson. He says he knows something of the country and a word or two of the lingo, so I thought you’d probably like to have him. I don’t know him personally—he’s only on passage with us—but he seems a sound sort of fellow.”

“I’ll be delighted to have him,” Phillip assented. “Thanks for finding him, Algy. Is he ready—shall I wait for him?”

The young Flag Lieutenant flashed him a reproachful smile. “Commander Hazard, the difficult we do at once—the impossible takes a trifle longer! The Admiral only conceived the idea of sending you to Ghelenjik when the French left us high and dry, you know. Roberts is collecting his kit and choosing the men he’ll be bringing with him, but as I only told him what was afoot about two minutes ago I’m afraid he won’t have begun to sort himself out yet. Don’t worry, though—I’m sure that you’ll be anxious to return to your ship, so we’ll deliver your Marines to you within the hour.”

Phillip thanked him and, swinging himself through the entry port, descended to the waiting gig. He felt elated at the prospect before him. If it wasn’t the action for which they had all been hoping, at least it promised excitement of a kind and a change of scene. Any change would be a welcome relief from the boredom of ferrying troops, or the no less wearisome but more exacting task of maintaining the blockade of the Russian Black Sea ports, in fair weather or foul. The Huntress had done little else for the past six months and the weather—he suppressed an involuntary shudder—had been almost always foul and invariably cold. Besides, the Admiral had given him permission to run in and fire a few broadsides at Anapa—his guns’ crews could put in some useful practice, he thought gleefully, and it would raise the morale of the whole ship’s company if they were able to open fire on the enemy, instead of keeping safely out of range of the coastal forts, as they were ordered to when on blockade duty.

Midshipman O’Hara caught the change in his mood and asked, greatly daring, “Sir, you look pleased . . . does that mean we’re going on to Kertch without the French, sir?”

“No, that isn’t on the cards, I’m afraid,” Phillip answered. “Both squadrons are returning to Sebastapol . . . but we’re not, praise be!” He said no more, but the boy brightened visibly and the gig’s crew, reacting with that strange sixth sense all seamen seemed to possess, put their backs into their work, sending their small craft skimming swiftly across the anchorage to where the Huntress lay, rolling a little in the slight swell.
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