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Dedication

This one is for one of my greatest fans, my mother,

Edda Alvada Ellison Lambdin August 22, 1916–May 24, 2007

She might’ve fudged a couple of years off her birth year, though – most of the Ellison sisters did.




Epigraph


Bold Knaves thrive without one grain of Sense,

But good Men starve for want of Impudence.



—John Dryden




Prologue


Perge, Ira, perge et magna meditantem opprime,

congredere manibus ipsa dilacera tuis;

Then on, my wrath, on, and crush this plotter

of big things; close with him, thyself rend him in

pieces with thine own hands.



—Lucius Annaeus Seneca

Hercules Furens, 75–76




Chapter One

“A bloody awful day for ’t,” Sir Hugo St. George Willoughby commented as the hired coach-and-four clattered and swayed to a stop on the cobblestones before the steps leading up to the Old Bailey. With a wince and a sniff, he sampled the weather, sticking his head out of the right-hand side door window into the cold.

“Arr,” his son, Captain Alan Lewrie, Royal Navy, idly replied. Lewrie, it must here be pointed out, was a tad hung over, after a sleepless night in his rooms at the Madeira Club, a sedate lodging for gentlemen not too far away from the Old Bailey, at the corner of Duke Street and Wigmore Street. His father, the old reprobate, leaned back to gather his walking stick and cloak, allowing Lewrie a view of the building. “Oh, Lord,” Lewrie whispered.

Epiphany Sunday of the new year of 1801 had been on the fifth of January, and Hilary Term for King’s Bench trials had, therefore, waited to open on Monday the sixth, with all the pomp, majesty, and circumstance of which England was capable, designed over the centuries to impress upon all Crown subjects, the innocent and the guilty alike, the terrible and implacable inevitability of Justice and Law.

Lewrie (whom no one could ever call innocent, exactly, but who had yet to learn if he was to be declared guilty) was definitely one of the impressed. Daunted, in point of fact. Shuddering in dread.

And did we mention hung over?

Lewrie looked beyond the horde of gawkers and spectators who spilled off the sidewalks onto the cobbled street, who had yet no inkling of whom the coach contained… up the wide steps that were clogged with even more spectators, from nobility to pick-pockets, prostitutes and the “flash” lads, the middling sort, and the idle poor, to the grim façade of the building. Up beyond the roof to the sky that was grey and gloomy, half coal smoke and half wintry overcast that boded even more snow later in the day, up beyond to the flagpole…

“Oh, Lord,” Lewrie reiterated, squeezing his eyes shut to squint for a second, before taking a second peek at the flag. “Eyes must be going, I think,” he muttered.

On January 1, the Act of Union ’twixt England, Scotland, Wales, and Ireland had come into force, with twenty-eight new Lords Temporal and four Lords Spiritual seated in Parliament, along with even more Members seated in the House of Commons. The old Union Flag had gotten updated with a so-called St. Patrick’s Cross superimposed upon the old St. Andrew’s Cross of the new Union Flag, which made it, to Lewrie at any rate, look rather… squiffy and un-focussed.

Maybe it’s just me, Lewrie thought as a coachee opened the door and folded down the metal steps; ev’rything else seems clear. Though he had to shake his head and go “Brr!” before returning his eyes to the spectators.

“There ’e is! ’At’s ’im! Huzzah!” several voices cried almost together as Lewrie alit on the street cobbles, and tried to shrug into the deep folds of his heavy wool boat-cloak, and clapped on his cocked hat. “Saint Alan, the Liberator, ’imself!”

Christ, I wish they’d lose that’un! Lewrie thought, wincing as his father jostled him as he got out behind him.

“Black Alan!” was hooted from others. “Three cheers, huzzah!”

Hell’s Bells, that’un’s not a whit better! he thought.

“Smile, damn ye,” his father cautioned in a harsh whisper right near his ear. “Confidence, hmmm? Show for the damned Mob, what? As yer barrister said?” Sir Hugo prompted.

Lewrie forced himself to smile, took off his hat, and transferred it to his left hand, to leave his right one free… to fend off the pick-pockets, if for nothing else. The last time he’d appeared before King’s Bench the summer before, one particularly skilled young lady of “the lifting lay,” as his notorious old school friend Clotworthy Chute called it, had made off with his watch and fob and leather coin purse right as he’d threaded his way through throngs of well-wishers after his case had been held over for review! So it was understandable he kept his “top-lights” skinned for the charming “Three-Handed Jenny”!

Thursday the eighth of January, and bloody damned early in the morning to boot, was a hellish cold day for London. Had Lewrie his druthers, he’d have worn two boat-cloaks and a carriage blanket round his knees, but… his impending trial had become a Nine-Day Wonder, no thanks to the many tracts, cartoon prints, and “bought” newspaper articles put out by the Reverend William Wilberforce’s Society for the Abolition of Slavery in the British Empire the last year, entire, so Lewrie could hardly disguise himself any longer, nor could he swaddle himself against the weather, either. Reluctantly, he flung back the boat-cloak to reveal his gilt-laced uniform coat, and the hundred-guinea presentation sword given him by the East India Company after a sea fight against a French frigate in the South Atlantic that saved a small convoy of “John Company” ships returning from India, in 1799.

And, despite his wariness of pick-pockets (and eyes darting for signs of “Three-Handed Jenny”), Lewrie was thronged by gentlemen and ladies wishing to take hands with him, by people fluttering portrait prints of the artist de Roster’s charcoal life sketch (now available from Mr. Brydon’s shop in Charing Cross) for him to sign with pencil in the margins.

Ye’d think I’m Nelson, fresh from the Battle of the Nile, not a slave-crimper! Lewrie ruefully told himself, and wondering if he’d attract the same sort of acclaim should he be found guilty and carted off to the gallows, a few days hence. And would he have to put on the same confident and affable show, to “Go Game” as a convicted highwayman?

“God bless you, sir! Good on yer! Might you do me the honour of inscribing…? Best of luck t’ye this day, sir! Me son served wi’ ye in th’ old Jester sloop, Cap’m, un’… The Devil take those horrid Beaumans, and God uphold the right, I say, Captain Lewrie!” came from dozens as he slowly made his way up the broad steps to the welcoming doors, now standing wide open despite the cold, and visibly blasting waves of warmth from the interior. Calls for “Abolition of slavery, throughout the British Empire, now!” were followed by “’Ere, oo’s ’at?” with the faint cry of “Thief, thief!” from the edge of the crowd, out by piles of shovelled-away snow, now gone grey from coal smoke grit and frozen half to ice. Thankfully, it was not directed at Lewrie, but at some clumsy pick-pocket, who was sprinting away as fast as his legs could carry him, with or without the object of his craft, pursued by a clutch of men.

Oh, there were some stout and prosperous-looking men, heavily and expensively overcoated against the chill, who stood far back at the edges of the crowd, round to either side of the top of the steps, who glowered at him; men engaged in the sugar trade, which utterly depended on slave labour for their crops… men in the tobacco, rice, rum, and cotton imports, and men in the West Indies and American shipping businesses, which maintained the infamous Triangle Trade of British gewgaws to Africa, slaves in exchange to the Americas and West Indies, then raw goods back to Great Britain. Any threat to slave economies would mean utter ruin to their fortunes. Sadly, among those silently jeering men were several senior officers of his own service; most-like muttering “that bloody bastard, Lewrie” – there were more than a few who’d formed that opinion of him during his twenty-year naval career!

Closer to, though, was a shivering clutch of “Saint Giles Blackbirds,” Negro sailors off merchant ships docked, or frozen in, in the Pool of London. Freemen, or slaves who had been successful in running away to sea, thousands of miles from the warmth of their islands in the Caribbean, half starved on bad victuals, cheated of their due pay by skinflint captains, “crimped off” at the end of their voyages to the Impress Service without ha’pence of their wages by some captains even cleverer, they huddled in the slums of St. Giles a clan apart, waiting for an outbound vessel to sign them aboard once more; and, living hand to mouth and begrudging every meal at a two-penny ordinary, every pot of ale or beer in the meantime.

“You show ’em, sah! You whup dem slavah mens!” they dared cry out. “Ya git anuddah ship, sah, ah’ll take yah Joinin’ Bounty, sah! De Good Lord bless ya, Cap’m Lewrie!”

Lewrie turned aside to go to them, the crowd parting before him like the Red Sea had for Moses, and shook hands with as many as were in reach; though he felt like snarling to hear the simpering and cooing of the “Respectable,” and superior, sort among the Abolitionists, who kept the objects of their Cause at arm’s length, and patted themselves on the back for their Doing of Good Works… of the Drawing Room variety, and would never even think of going down to St. Giles… or of deeming those “Blackbirds” real people.

And what had led to this display of acclaim? A ship’s crew in the West Indies ravaged by Yellow Jack in 1797; a disagreement between the Beauman family of Jamaica and his old friend Christopher Cashman, who had retired from the Army with his reaped wealth from hard field service in “John Company’s” army in India, and who had, for a time, thought the life of a slave-owning sugar planter on Jamaica would be the sweet life. The bloody slave revolt on the ultra-rich sugar colony on French St. Domingue, which butchered Whites no matter their class or station, and which had drawn a British Army with an eye to seizing the whole thing… thankee that damned scheming fool, Henry Dundas, the Secretary of State for War, who would trade ten thousand British soldiers’ lives for an enemy colony in the West Indies, and a cheer in Commons… had led the “patriotic” Beaumans to raise a regiment, and who better to lead it than former-Major Christopher Cashman, with that simpering twit Ledyard Beauman as Colonel of the Regiment over Leftenant-Colonel Cashman, with the rest of the officers’ mess made up from Beauman kin and the younger sons of fellow planters. Most-like with an eye for new lands for themselves, and stout workers, once they were back in chains!

Outside Port-au-Prince, though, in the middle of a battle with the howling, fanatical army of the ex-slave general Toussaint L’Ouverture (no slouch, he, but damn’ near a military genius!) Col. Ledyard Beauman, who’d gotten his martial experience from books and tabletop games with lead toy soldiers, had panicked, issued orders for retreat, and had galloped to the rear with his cousins and toadies, leaving Lewrie’s friend Christopher Cashman to sort out the mess!

Back on Jamaica after the eventual evacuation of all British forces, the volunteer regiment shamed and dis-banded, the Beaumans had laid all the blame on Cashman, using their newspaper to vilify everyone but them, which had led to a duel of honour; which duel had turned to a farce, for Ledyard had been shivering drunk and fearful, and had turned and fired early, clipping the top of Cashman’s shoulder. “Kit” had winced, but turned, and had taken careful, implacable aim, and Ledyard’s cousin, George Sellers, his second, had thrown Ledyard a spare pistol, aiming his own at Cashman, and naturally Lewrie, as Cashman’s second, and the judges on the field, to boot, had shot down the cousin, whilst Christopher had carefully plumped his own ball into Ledyard Beauman’s belly, the sort of wound that would take several excruciating days to prove mortal.

With such a feud, which now included Lewrie, and death threats from the Beaumans, Cashman had begun selling up his lands, livestock, furnishings, and slaves for a fresh start in the United States, just about the time that Lewrie’s precious HMS Proteus frigate had been hit with the Yellow Jack. As a cruel joke on the Beaumans, “Kit” Cashman had proposed a scheme for a dozen Beauman slaves off one of their plantations on Portland Bight (next to Cashman’s) to run away and go aboard Proteus some dark night, which they had done, with HMS Proteus slipping close ashore like a thief in the night, and sailing back out as quietly as smoke went up a chimney.

Christopher Cashman landed in Wilmington, North Carolina, eventually, swearing he’d never own another slave (he’d manumitted almost all his household servants, and all the married couples, old’uns, and children), and Lewrie had gone on to cut a swath of destruction and mayhem through the King’s enemies in the West Indies… ’til 1799, when the shoe finally dropped, and the Beaumans discovered just who had made away with their “property”!

Hugh Beauman, the elder of their Jamaican clan, with his icily beautiful new young wife, his Jamaican solicitor, and witnesses in tow, had come to England last spring, toting a preordained, bought-and-paid-for verdict of guilty, and a sentence of death by hanging. For a time, it had appeared that King’s Bench would uphold the verdict and Lewrie would be doing a “Newgate Hornpipe,” but for the intercession of Rev. William Wilberforce and his Abolition Society, who had taken the case as a “Holy Cause,” gotten him a wily young barrister to defend him, and paid for his legal fees; shouted Abolition to the rafters of the House of Commons daily, and had flooded all London, all the British Isles, with tracts to keep the pot boiling, and the Cause advanced… embarrassing as all that notoriety was to Lewrie.

Now, here he was, about to enter a court of law to hear what Lord Justice Oglethorpe of King’s Bench thought of that trial in absentia, and the conflicting evidence that Lewrie’s barrister had presented in reply. Free of well-wishers and glad-handers at last, at the doors to the Old Bailey at last, Lewrie turned to the crowd and waved his hat, plastering a broad grin on his phyz that he most definitely did not feel, and went inside. No matter what transpired in the next few hours – and most trials in England barely lasted more than four – at least he might be warm again.




Chapter Two

The outer halls of the building were just as thronged as those icy steps, though the “ton” of the crowd inside was considerably higher, and better known to Lewrie. There was his brother-in-law, Major Burgess Chiswick, the beautiful young lady to whom he was but lately affianced, Mistress Theodora Trencher, and her wealthy Abolitionist parents. His fond supporter and patron since ’96 in the Adriatic, Sir Malcolm Shockley, of the Midlands coal and iron fortune, was there with the earnest young Sir Samuel Whitbread, he of the beer fortune, and one of the new “Progressives” in Commons with Sir Malcolm. There was his old schooldays chum, Lord Peter Rushton, and by his side stood “too clever by half” Clotworthy Chute, a trimmer and “Captain Sharp” who specialised in separating new-come heirs down to London from some of the wealth by playing guide to all things Fashionable. Despite that stern majesty of the Law, the both of them, and the lovely ladies by their side, hooted, huzzahed, and stuck their fingers in their mouths to make shrill whistling noises, cackling away like loons, and waving at him… which only encouraged even the haughtiest to follow suit.

“Bread and circuses,” his father, Sir Hugo, griped sotto voce as a servant took his hat, cloak, and walking stick. “Bad as a Roman raree show, I swear. Necessary, I s’pose, but… what flummery.”

“Bloody Hell!” Lewrie exclaimed, dignity and serene confidence bedamned, as he turned over his own hat and cloak, and caught sight of a bevy of Navy men waiting for him with bright eyes and smiles. “How the Devil did they dredge you up? Just damn my eyes!”

For there stood officers and men from old HMS Proteus, those who had turned over into his latest ship, the Savage frigate, and had been there off Portland Bight the night of his “crime” – Lt. Adair, his former Second Officer; Lt. D’arcy Gamble, Third into Savage, then a Midshipman; Sailing Master Mr. Winwood; Midshipman Grace, even Coote, the Purser; along with all seven surviving sailors of the dozen he’d absconded with! The only man missing was Anthony Langlie, then First Officer of Proteus, and now Commander Langlie, and in command of HMS Orpheus, a brig-sloop of his own.

“Savage put into Torbay to re-victual on the Second, sir,” Lt. Adair gleefully explained as he pumped Lewrie’s “paw” in joy, “and up pops an order from Lord Saint Vincent, aboard the flag, before we got the kedge anchor down. Captain Wolters wasn’t keen on it, but, here we all are, sir, ready to testify on your behalf. No delay, really, with the weather foul in the Channel, and at least a fortnight’s work to put the ship right.”

“Gentlemen… lads, I’m damned glad t’see ye, damned glad… and not just for your testimony, hey?” Lewrie enthused, shaking hands with one and all. “Dry, read affidavits are one thing, but your tales in your own words’ll be quite another, my barrister tells me. You’ve met my father, before? And, here comes Desmond, Furfy, Aspinall, and Jones Nelson. Old Boys’ Week, ha ha!”

His Coxswain, Liam Desmond, and his big mate Patrick Furfy, Lewrie’s longtime cabin servant and cook Aspinall, and the very big Black sailor (most recently his personal bodyguard) Jones Nelson had come into the hall, so it really did become a grand reunion.

Introductions had to be made all round, from Lord Peter, who had precedence, down to the burly Irishman, Furfy. Then there came Lewrie’s barrister’s clerk, one Mr. Sadler, who was forced to play his usual role of coughing into his fist and “aheming” to beat the band to herd Lewrie down the hallway to the proper courtroom. “Sir… sir. Captain Lewrie? Ahem. Mister MacDougall suggests we should be entering… ahem?”

“Right, right then,” Lewrie finally had to allow. “My pardons, Mister Sadler, and we’ll be going. Lead on, do you please.”



The long and heavy table set aside for Defence Counsel was piled high with octavos bound in “law calf” the colour of pie crust, with a large easel standing off by the far wall, and something framed nearby, currently covered, and as big as a bed sheet.

“Joy of the morning, Captain Lewrie!” his young Puck of an attorney declared, spreading his arms wide, and swirling the black legal “stuff” robe he wore. Mr. Andrew MacDougall, Esquire, stood about four inches shy of six feet, plump, round, and moon-faced; no amount of dark cloth could make him appear sober; nor did the stiff white peruke with three tight horizontal side-curls and out-standing ribbon-bound queue that jutted from the nape of his neck over his own generous dark blond hair. MacDougall might have come extremely well recommended, but Lewrie still thought of him as the merest boy, who should still have been playing pranks at university.

Talented, aye, Lewrie allowed to himself; successful with past cases, but… ’tis no skin off his arse does he fail. It’s just one more court appearance… notorious enough t’make his name either way.

And it rather irked Lewrie that the stout young whelp was all but ready to cut capers, or do a horn-pipe of glee.

“Good morning, Mister MacDougall,” Lewrie felt fit to reply. “I trust we’ll both be smiling when the day’s done… ow! Damn!” for he had stubbed the toe of one of his gilt-trimmed Hessian boots against a large wood box placed under the table.

“I am completely certain that we shall, sir!” MacDougall replied. “Now, more than ever,” he added, rocking on the balls of his feet and bestowing upon his “brief” a “sly-boots” smile.

“What?” Lewrie enquired with a scowl of some confusion. It was his life on the line; for a second he could conjure that the box under the table was reserved for his head after they lopped it off, hanging bedamned. “You know something I don’t?”

“A most wondrous something, Captain Lewrie!” MacDougall all but chortled, his face dimpled and rosy with delight. “Word has come to me from Mister Twigg of the Foreign Office concerning your accuser, Hugh Beauman, sir. It seems that he, that frostily handsome young wife of his… his own attorney, and all his witnesses… have decamped!”

“So?” Lewrie said with another frown of confusion. “Last time they were in court, he turned into his own worst enemy with all o’ his bellowin’ and threats. His barrister most-like—”

“His witnesses, sir!” MacDougall reiterated, peering at Lewrie as if he were too simple to understand plain English. “Decamped. Gone like thieves in the night. No longer in London. No longer in England, d’ye see.”

Christ, Twiggs killed ’em? Lewrie just had to imagine. There wasn’t any reason that he could see for Hugh Beauman to withdraw his case, short of a dire threat from official circles in H.M. Government, or a gang of hooded assassins to hustle the bloody, bound corpses into the Thames. God knew how many thousands of pounds Hugh Beauman had already spent to discover who’d stolen his slaves, to bring the prosecution before a rigged Jamaican court and justice, pack the jury with his kin and employees, then spend over a year in England, supporting all of his henchmen (paying thousands more to amuse and please that icy blond wife of his, and her passion for shopping, too, by God!) waiting for a court date.

Lewrie had known the Beaumans since 1781, off and on, and, no matter they were as rich as the Walpoles, they were so “Country-Put,” so “Chaw Bacon,” they could make the crudest John Bull country squire gawk and sneer. Dog-slobberin’, huntin’, shootin’, fishin’, tenant-tramplin’, slave-whoppin’, arrogant, brute, and boorish as they come were the Beauman men (and God help their womenfolk) with thousands for Publick show, yet penny-pinchin’ miserly in private. Overbearing and loud, un-grammatic and blasphemous (well, so am I, Lewrie admitted to himself!), and so used to getting their own way, all the time, that it was ludicrous to think that Hugh Beauman, the very worst of a very bad lot, would just fold his tents and steal away, after coming so close to getting his revenge!

Zachariah Twigg and his “unofficial” little private battalion of watchers, noters, spies, and bully-bucks (both male and female) served the Crown damned well, and God only knew how many foreign agents were crab-food, downriver. Had it come to that stage? Lewrie wondered; So what? Good for him, but didn’t he leave it just a bit late? Native chiefs, rebel rajahs… it ain’t like Twigg t’hold off so long.

Lewrie involuntarily looked about to see if anyone was watching before sketching a finger across his throat and shrugging a question best left unsaid in a court of law.

“Oh, Lord no, Captain Lewrie, nothing like that!” Mr. MacDougall wheezed with good cheer. “They have absconded… coached off to Yarmouth to board the Portugal packet… out of reach of a King’s Bench warrant for perjury, and laying a false prosecution.”

“Well, just damn my eyes!” Lewrie barked, too loudly, drawing the attention of every spectator now filling the benches in the court room. “Gone to Portugal, in this weather? They’ll be lucky do they not drown… or get taken by a French man-o’-war. Humph! Couldn’t happen to a worse set o’ people. The wife, excepted… perhaps.”

“Aye, that would have been a mortal pity,” Mr. MacDougall said with a bemused nod. “It seems…” MacDougall added, drawing Lewrie towards the far wall of the richly panelled court room, near the mystifying covered easel, “that Hugh Beauman was made aware that, should his barrister, Sir George Norman, put him, or any of his witnesses, in the box to testify, they would lay themselves open to some extremely serious charges. Then, once I presented my case in refutation of all their lies… with all your officers and men, and your Black sailors to prove them liars… well, t’would be a genuine wonder did Beauman and his people not wind up in gaol awaiting their own trials. A risk that Mister Hugh Beauman evidently would not take.”

“His attorney, Sir George, might’ve told him?” Lewrie asked.

“No… I rather doubt that, Captain Lewrie,” MacDougall said as he tapped the side of his nose sagely, and tipped Lewrie a broad wink, lowering his voice even further. “Sir George Norman is, ah… still not cognisant of the flight of his principals. Though I’m certain all shall become plain to him soon enough, haw haw! And, given the fact that it is not customary for principals to place more than a retainer fee with the solicitor who engages a barrister, with the balance due after the completion of a barrister’s duties…”

“Beauman left a huge debt when he scampered?” Lewrie gawped in delight, trying to keep his own voice down. “Sir George can’t touch him in Portugal! Why, there’s thousands owing!”

What my father did, when he went bust, Lewrie enjoyed recalling; after he crimped me into the Navy, and Granny Lewrie refused to die and leave me ev’rything. He took a second to look back at the spectators’ benches and espied Sir Hugo, who was hovering rather droolishy and leeringly wolf-like over some “chickabiddy” woman in her late thirties.

“I do so look forward to seeing the expression on Sir George’s face when that shoe drops, ’deed I do, Captain Lewrie,” Mr. MacDougall whinnied like a panting pony.

“If they’ve decamped, this could just be dismissed, then… just like that?” Lewrie asked with a snap of his fingers.

“Well, not quite, sorry t’say.” MacDougall sobered, leading him back towards the Defence table. “Our first outing last year was an evidentiary hearing, with Lord Justice Oglethorpe ruling that he would review both the trial transcript, and our affidavits. Even with those Beaumans gone… and Sir George left without a leg to stand on, with all previous testimony against you declared ‘colourable,’ there still remains the fact that, with your own witnesses giving the lie to the evidence in the trial transcript, you do lay yourself open to the charge of Illegal Conversion of another’s property… assuming the jury will be of a mind to consider your Black sailors property. Once I learned of the Beaumans’ departure, I did consider requesting an en bane proceeding, with Lord Justice Oglethorpe to rule upon your guilt or innocence, yet… ’tis not the irrefutable facts of your defence t’will prevail today, but the irrational emotions of your Black sailors’ testimony that will carry the day. Logic bedamned. ’Tis the heartstrings of the jurymen… the notoriety your cause has created among them beforehand… the sympathy for your sailors, and for you, particularly, that the jurymen’s wives have expressed over the last year, that will… hopefully… find you acquitted.” MacDougall all but promised in a sly, cagy way. “Be of sanguine takings, Captain Lewrie. You stand very good odds of walking out of court a completely free man. Aha!”

A side door at the back of the courtroom opened. A court official emerged in robe and wig, with a large ornamental mace in his hand, which he loudly thudded on the floor, crying “Oyez, oyez, oyez!” to silence the packed crowd, and order them to take seats.

Free to do what? Lewrie wondered as the procession of officials emerged, as Lord Justice Oglethorpe in his voluminous black silk robes and large bag-wig strode out as grand as a royal.

Even were he acquitted, Lewrie just knew that Lord Spencer at Admiralty would never give him another warship. He’d be assigned to the Yellow Squadron, that unofficial dust-bin for fools, incompetents, lunaticks, and dodderers. He’d stay ashore on half-pay, might even rise to Rear-Admiral of the Red, should he outlive his contemporaries – but “beached,” waiting for seniors to die.

Lewrie knew his shortcomings; they were legion. He could not pretend to be a gentleman farmer; he’d tried that ’tween the wars and had been a miserably confused failure. He was too old to take up some new career, too gullible to stand for a seat in Parliament, too idle and slug-a-bed, if given the chance, to seek merchant service. He was too poor to play the market at the ’Change (and most-like would waste his last farthing on speculative idiocy and ignorance), too much of a stiff-necked “gentleman” to stoop to anything that smacked of “Trade” and Commerce, no matter how lucrative (or risky) such turned out to be for other venturers. The prize-money he had reaped in the Med, in the West Indies, and South Atlantic was tied up in the Sinking Funds and Three Percents anyway, and sooner or later, the last of that’d come in, and there’d be nothing after.

Maybe Twigg needs a new cut-throat, he speculated as he took a seat at the Defence table, before the summons to the raised dock.




Chapter Three

Lord Justice Oglethorpe was a stolid man, a phlegmatic and ponderous older fellow who, it was rumoured, could take an hour choosing an entrée from his club’s daily menu, and so meditative at chess, cards, or backgammon that no one had asked him for a game since his teens.

“Your principals are not present, Sir George?” he enquired with a bland expression. “How odd.”

“They are not, milud,” Sir George Norman, usually a very smooth gentleman, responded, fidgeting a little, looking as if he wished that he could jerk his head about to hunt for them. Both his clerks had already been sent haring round the halls and into the street outside, in a desperate last-minute search for the Beauman party.

“And have you, sir, had cause to correspond with them prior to this instant?” Oglethorpe intoned, with his head cocked to one side.

“I have not, milud,” Sir George had to admit, all but wringing his hands. “Not since a brief note from their lodgings in Islington, in receipt of my informing them of the date their case was to be held.”

“How extremely odd,” Oglethorpe commented with an uncharacteristic huff. “Mister MacDougall… I trust your witnesses are here.”

“We are, in all respects, both ready, and eager, to proceed, my lord,” MacDougall piped up as he bowed his head, taking a second for a smirk in Sir George Norman’s direction.

A folder of pale “law calf” was opened, up on the banc surface, and papers rustled as Lord Justice Oglethorpe cleared his throat with several “ahems,” waiting out the snickers and whispers of the court spectators.

“Ahem… in the matter of Beauman versus Lewrie… after an exhaustive review of the trial transcript from the High Court in Kingston, Jamaica… and comparing the witness statements sworn in that proceeding against the sworn affidavits provided by the defendant, I find such contradictions of the facts of the matter obtaining to warrant an entirely fresh proceeding, de ovo. Harumph!

“Further… the nature of the jury empanelled on Jamaica, with so many of the members either kin to the Beaumans, or kin to the Captain George Sellers, who perished along with Colonel Ledyard Beauman in an infamous duel of honour, and, the inclusion of men either employed by Mister Hugh Beauman or his kin, or intimately linked with the slave trade on Jamaica, smacks of collusion and prejudice… which as well requires a new proceeding, de ovo.

“Therefore… ahem… I rule that Captain Lewrie’s trial in absentia at Kingston, Jamaica, the verdict of guilty, and the sentence of death by hanging is null and void, and is set as—”

The last of his ruling was drowned out by hoots, whistles, and cheers from the spectators, and a boisterous round of clapping (along with the surreptitious exchange of pound notes as bets were paid off) that continued ’til Oglethorpe gavelled them to relative silence, and more carefully guarded pleased whispers, coughs, and the rustling of ladies’ skirtings.

“At this juncture, ahem…” Lord Justice Oglethorpe continued. “I should empanel a jury. I wonder, however, Sir George, whether such an action might be precipitate. If your principal is not here, and neither are any of the witnesses quoted in the transcript, I conjure you, sir… are you able to lay a case against Captain Lewrie, this day?”

“I… I…” Sir George Norman stammered, all his glibness and noble carriage punched from him. “Is the transcript of the previous trial eliminated, milud, I do not see how I would be able, no.” Sir George could almost be heard groaning… or grinding his teeth.

“My lord!” MacDougall cried. “Will this odious charge hang over my principal’s head the rest of his life, like the Sword of Damocles? Must Captain Lewrie’s good name, his repute as a successful Commission Sea Officer in our Navy, be besmirched? His accusers are not present today, but… when might Mister Hugh Beauman come forth with a fresh proceeding, a new crop of witnesses, perhaps even an expanded list of charges, since the first set did not suit? A year, my lord? Two, or five, or ten?

“Captain Lewrie was, perjuriously, tried in absentia before,” MacDougall said with a sly look. “Once back on Jamaica, might Mister Hugh Beauman arrange a second? From wherever he has gone? No, I say, my lord! It must end here today. Justice must be done him!”

Oh Christ, it was almost over! Don’t do…! Lewrie fearfully thought; I’d known Beauman scarpered, I’d’ve considered it myself!

“I humbly urge you to empanel a jury of twelve men, good and true, my lord,” MacDougall said with a hand on his breast. “Let them hear, and see, the facts of the matter, and determine Captain Lewrie’s fate for good and all, my lord.”

Some spectators cheered and huzzahed, though most made buzzing sounds of confusion and surprise; which noises covered Lewrie’s groan. To the crowd in the courtroom, it had looked over and done with, and MacDougall’s request seemed suicidal.

Mine arse on a band-box, Lewrie gawped to himself; he wants to show off! Got all his set-pieces, and can’t abide not usin’ ’em!

“Milud,” Sir George Norman cried before the last of the hub-bub died down. “To proceed without my principal, my witnesses, and the use of the trial transcript, Mister Hugh Beauman might as well be tried in absentia! It would be so one-sided…”

“Sauce for the goose, sauce for the gander!” MacDougall chirped.

“Ahem!” from the Lord Justice, and some more gavelling. “There is the risk to Captain Lewrie that at some time in the future, a trial could be demanded by the plaintiff. And, though your presentation to a jury may not go much beyond your opening statements to lay charges, Sir George, if counsel for the Defence has his affidavits, witnesses… whose Service may not allow them to be gathered together all in one place ever again… might even be unavailable to Captain Lewrie and some future attorney should the plaintiff in this matter decide to pursue his case on more salubrious grounds… well, they’re here today. If you have no objections, Sir George, I am tempted to seat a jury and proceed. How say you, sir?”

Sir George Norman, K.C., could never admit that he’d been taken in by the seeming authority of the trial transcript from Jamaica; that the witnesses Hugh Beauman had imported might have been lying through their teeth; that he’d never looked into the makeup of the jury before MacDougall had brought it up.

There was also the honourarium to consider; his fee, which had been partly paid, and, with the Beaumans fled the country, looked like it might never be. No skin off my arse! he seemed to say to himself. He scowled in thought for a long moment, then bowed his head.

“If Mister MacDougall wishes to proceed, and the demands of the Navy would not allow his witnesses to be gathered together at a later time, then… I bow to your ruling, milud.”



With voir dire objections and questioning, it took an hour for a jury to be seated; then came the opening statements. Sir George did his best, though with a “third party” distancing air. “My principal asserts that on such and such a date, Captain Alan Lewrie, with malice aforethought… witnesses at the scene of the crime asserted that… did conspire with Leftenant-Colonel Christopher Cashman, now fled the jurisdiction of King’s Justice to America, to receive twelve Negroes slaves, from my principal’s plantation on Portland Bight, the value of the slaves at the time twenty-five pounds apiece…”

MacDougall ostentatiously cleaned his fingernails with a pen-knife ’til Sir George was done, then sprang to his feet like a Jack-in-the-Box.

“My lord, gentlemen of the jury, I am not quite sure whether counsel for the plaintiff has just accused Captain Lewrie of outright theft, or of the lesser charge of illegal conversion! Either way, is it believable that the value of a human being’s life, the value of his short and brutal labour, so back-breaking and hideous that most perish within five years, is only worth twenty-five pounds? And if so, why did not Hugh Beauman sue in the Court of Common Pleas for three hundred pounds?”

He then encapsulated for the jury the injustice done his client at the trial on Jamaica; to which Sir George Norman made no objections… He might have been contemplating dinner, for his part was done. It was old news for the spectators, but visibly distasteful to the jury as they learned what a sham the trial in absentia had been, and the feud that had preceded it.

“Now let us proceed, gentlemen, to the root cause,” MacDougall said, returning to the Defence table for a letter that his clerk, Mr. Sadler, handed him. “Here is a letter from former Leftenant-Colonel Christopher Cashman, with whom Captain Lewrie allegedly conspired. I wish you to be patient as I read this affidavit, sworn before a Justice of the Peace in Wilmington, North Carolina, in the United States, and witnessed and notarised… which affidavit has already been presented to the court and laid in evidence.”

The affidavit laid out Cashman’s career in both the British and East India Company armies, his return to the West Indies, his initial acceptance of slavery as a necessity to work his lands, his previous military service in conjunction with then Lieutenant Lewrie during the last year of the American Revolution, and their rencontre in the ’90s, when he had been asked by the Beaumans to lead the volunteer regiment. The botched battle, Ledyard Beauman’s cowardice, and the feud that followed, which led to the duel. Then…

“By this time, I was heartily sick of Jamaica, heartily sick of the Beaumans, and all their brute class, and, most especially, sick of the horrid institution of slavery, a view which I was pleasantly surprised to learn that my old friend Alan Lewrie wholeheartedly shared,” MacDougall stressed, pacing urgently before the jury box as he read on. He’d sold some of his slaves off, the most troublesome and truculent, but freed the bulk of them. Then as he was selling up, after the duel, it had been Cashman who had suggested freeing some of Beauman’s slaves as well.

“‘I took it upon myself to approach the field hands of Mister Hugh Beauman’s plantation next to mine on Portland Bight, using one of my newly freed house servants as intermediary, hinting that those among them who wished to run and join the Royal Navy would be welcome aboard a frigate which would be off the coast in a few days. I then suggested to my fellow Abolitionist, Alan Lewrie, that, was his crew so decimated by Yellow Fever that he was in difficulties to keep her manned, there could be a round dozen eager volunteers available…’”

Lyin’ like a Turkey carpet! Lewrie flummoxed to himself in the dock; Didn’t happen quite like that. A damned good lie, though!

“‘…night that Proteus closed the coast, I rode down shoreward, to the edge of my property, which abutted the Beaumans’ lands, and with a great deal of satisfaction, watched as the boats came ashore, a dozen young men embark into them, and was, for a time, fearful that the commotion from their parents and kinfolk, who had come down the beach with them to see them off, might awaken the overseers, for such lamentations of loss, yet joyful hosannahs of relief that some few of their fellows might gain their freedom, were hardly to be contained no matter the need for quiet and secrecy. At that moment I felt such a rush of pride that it was successfully carried off, without interruption, along with such a flood of emotion that brought tears to my eyes to see even a few young men escape the clutches of the Beaumans, and take their freedom from a life that is little better than a death sentence, that I swore at that moment that not only would I abjure from owning another human being in my life, but would work tirelessly to see slavery outlawed in all the nations of the earth, no matter what that stance personally cost me.’

“The words of a man who now resides in a nation which upholds slavery… in a state famed for its agriculture, and naval stores… all of which require Negro slave labour. In a town where such views are anathema, where, once the contents of Colonel Cashman’s affidavit are known to his fellow citizens, he very likely faces social and financial ruin, sirs. Consider what courage that took for him to testify on Captain Lewrie’s behalf,” MacDougall posed to the jury.

“Milud,” Sir George Norman said with a piteous smirk as he rose to his feet, “it would seem that my learned colleague has just admitted his principal’s guilt!”

“To what specific crime, my lord, does Sir George refer?” Mr. MacDougall quickly retorted, plucking the front of his black court robe. “Does he maintain that Captain Lewrie instigated and premeditated the crime of Robbery, in the face of Leftenant-Colonel Cashman’s confessing affidavit? Or does he wish to now reduce his accusations to Conversion of Property? The waters must be un-muddied upon this head for the clarification of the jury, my lord. Let us be specific.”

Has he lost his fuckin’ mind? Lewrie could but goggle quietly.

Lord Justice Oglethorpe scratched his scalp under his bag-wig with a pencil, scowled, pursed his lips, then impatiently waved both barristers forward to the front of his bench, where ensued a lengthy, hushed conversation; one that must have pleased MacDougall right down to the ground, for, when Oglethorpe shooed them away, he had a bright smile plastered on his phyz, whilst Sir George Norman was shaking his head.

“Ahem… upon reception of the confession from Mister Christopher Cashman, counsel for the plaintiffs has amended his accusations to a charge of illegal Conversion. Silence! Silence in the…!” He had to cry and gavel for order as the spectators raised yet another great cheer.

“Now, let us see how the event occurred, that dark night off the coast of Portland Bight, three years ago,” Mr. MacDougall said in the relative silence, after the crowd had settled down once more. He waved to his clerk, Mr. Sadler, and another assistant, who stood up the easel and hung the bed sheet-sized roll of cloth upon the cross-piece, allowing it to fall open.

Wonder what that cost? Lewrie thought, shifting in his chair in the dock to look at it. MacDougall had gone to a chart maker’s for an up-to-date map of that section of coast, compared the new one to the old one that Proteus’s Sailing Master, Mr. Winwood, had used, and had an artist or sign painter do up a large-scale version in full colour; pale blue wash for ocean, rocky shoals in grey, sand bars in tan, and land in pale green, with forests and fields done in a darker green. A topographic map of the plantations in question surely must have come from Jamaica, as well, for the Beaumans’, and Cashman’s, plantings were delineated quite accurately, right down to the locations of the houses, barns, and slave quarters; all of them neatly labelled, as was the beach where the ship’s boats had grounded; and all distances from specific points clearly marked, corresponding to a distance scale in the lower left corner.

“At this point, my lord, I call Lieutenant Adair to testify,” MacDougall intoned, going all solemn, now that he was at the meat of the matter.



MacDougall worked his way down through the Commission officers to Mr. Winwood, and the Purser, Mr. Coote, showing how the “crime” was committed. Sir George Norman sat mum at his table through it all, a befuddled and seemingly dis-interested air about him. Under English Common Law, he had no right to cross-examine witnesses, and, with no witnesses of his own to present in rebuttal, his continued presence was merely decorative.

Yet MacDougall did not stick to the distances, the times, or the particular actions that Lewrie’s juniors had performed that night; to Lt. Adair, he posed the question of what he heard and saw on shore.

Had the other slaves been celebrating?

“They were, sir,” Adair stated. “I was fearful that their cries might rouse the overseers.” The form of it? “Tears, and hugging, and handshaking, sir. Joy and sadness, mixed. Soft singing, and such.”

“And once into the boats and making your way back to Proteus, sir, did anything odd occur?” MacDougall asked.

“We heard barking, sir,” Lt. Adair answered. “At first, I imagined that the overseers and their dogs were near the beach, but in a short time, we discovered that the barking came from seals, sir.”

“Seals, Lieutenant Adair?” MacDougall said, striking a surprised pose, obviously with foreknowledge of what Adair would say. “In the West Indies? Are they not hunted out?”

“It was… eerie, sir,” Adair declared. “Aye, seals are rare in those seas, but that night, they appeared all round us. Every man at the oars saw them, and commented on them. A dozen or more of them, swimming about our boats, just beyond the reach of the oars, right to the ship’s side, sir, where the rest of the crew saw and heard them, as well.”

“And what did you make of that, sir?” MacDougall crooned.

“God’s blessing ’pon our action, sir,” Lt. Adair solemnly said, then smiled. “Captain Lewrie and seals, well sir… ’tis mysterious how often seals have appeared in warning or… almost approval, sir, just before Captain Lewrie went into a fight. For so is the rumour in the Fleet about him, d’ye see, sir. A minor miracle, some say.”

Did the dozen slaves sign aboard willingly? Were they fed and clothed, kitted, and paid, the same as any English sailor? Were any of them troublemakers, drunkards, discipline problems; were any of the Black sailors stupid, were any of them cowards? MacDougall asked him.

Willingly, aye; treated the same as any volunteer; very little trouble from any of them; the usual binges on runs ashore, which were rare, same as British tars; illiterate, but not stupid, for many went on from Landsman to Ordinary Seaman, two had been rated Able in short time, and, there were certainly no cowards among them. The runaways were as brave as lions, every Man Jack, Lt. Adair could swear.

Lt. Gamble and Midshipman Grace reiterated Adair’s high opinion of them, whilst Mr. Winwood told of their muster-aboard baths under a wash-deck pump and hose, which he likened to their baptism into a new life; how little they’d been told of Christianity, and the sacrifice and resurrection of the Saviour (which had many a lady in the courtroom dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief) and how he had taken it on himself to minister to their spiritual needs and education, seeing as how HMS Proteus did not, at that time, rate a Chaplain willing to ship to the Fever Isles of the West Indies.

“Are you conversant with slavery laws in the Crown colonies, Mister Winwood?” MacDougall finally asked.

“Somewhat, sir. More so now, than previous,” Winwood intoned in his sober and ponderous manner; and frowned when his comment was taken as slightly humourous by the spectators.

“What charge may be laid against a slave who runs away from his master or mistress, Mister Winwood?” MacDougall pressed.

“Uhm… that, since he is not a free man, sir, only property… not reckoned a man at all, really… that he is guilty of stealing himself, I believe,” Winwood replied.

“Guilty of stealing himself?” MacDougall pretended consternation in a loud voice. “And the punishment would be what? An hundred lashes? Pilloried in the stocks? Branded? His hamstrings cut so he may only limp? A foot cut off with an axe?”

“I have heard-tell that one, or all, of those punishments are awarded, sir,” Mr. Winwood agreed in grave sadness, shaking his head sorrowfully. “A second unsuccessful attempt may result in death by the lash, or being hung.”

“Do civilised people do such to cows that stray, horses that take the bitt ’tween their teeth and gallop?” MacDougall posed. “To a dog that piddles on the carpet? A cat which climbs a tree?”

“Indeed not, sir!” Winwood said.

“Yet many slaves do risk such punishments each year, do they not, Mister Winwood? Steal themselves and run… on Jamaica, to the so-called Cockpit Country… to the Blue Mountains, and the jungles, don’t they? What do they call them, Mister Winwood?”

“They do, sir. They call them Maroons,” Winwood answered.

“Do you believe that Captain Lewrie is a thief, Mister Winwood? One who received stolen property for his own use, sir?”

“No, sir. In this instance, I would call him a Christian gentleman,” the Sailing Master somberly replied, turning to look the men of the jury in the eyes. “You might as well put me on trial, for what we did that night… I only wish we’d had a ship of the line, ’stead of a frigate, in need of hands, and taken all of them away.”

MacDougall paced back towards the Defence table, but paused in midstride and whipped about. “One last question of you, sir… If, under Jamaican slave law, the black men in this matter stole themselves, who, then, used them for his own purposes, Mister Winwood… Captain Alan Lewrie, or King George the Third, in whose service twelve brave black men willingly volunteered, and five of whom have perished?”

“Now, I must object, milud!” Sir George Norman cried, shooting to his feet, roused from his nodding stupor at last. “The witness is a Warrant Officer in the Navy, not a legal scholar, and cannot form a legal judgement, in the first instance, and… for honoured counsel for the Defence to suggest that his Majesty shares any guilt in this crime is abominable and shameful, in the second!”

“Withdrawn, my lord,” MacDougall offered, hiding his amusement. “I have no more questions for this witness.”

“The insult to the Crown, milud!” Sir George pressed.

“Mister MacDougall,” Lord Justice Oglethorpe said with a dyspeptic scowl or warning, “you are known for frippery in court, but let me caution you to eschew any suggestion of lèse-majesté against our Sovereign.”

“The question is withdrawn, my lord,” MacDougall said, looking a trifle hurt, like a boy caught skylarking and called down for it. “An injudicious phrase, when the proper statement might have been the Royal Navy, or Great Britain, which prospered from the services of the sailors in question, rather than our King. I stand admonished, milord.”

“Very well, then. You have more witnesses?” Oglethorpe asked.

“I do, my lord.”

“It is now nearly a quarter to twelve,” the Lord Justice said, “so we shall adjourn for dinner. Proceedings shall resume this afternoon, at half past one.”

“All rise!” the chief bailiff intoned.



Once Oglethorpe had left the courtroom, Lewrie came down from the raised and railed dock to join MacDougall, who was shedding his peruke and putting it in a small wood box, and shrugging out of his robes. “A deuced good morning, sir,” MacDougall told him, all smiles and high spirits. “A splendid beginning. Imagine! A trial that will take all day, why, we’ll be the talk of the town by supper, and atop the front pages of all the papers by tomorrow morning, ha ha! Hungry, are you, Captain Lewrie? There’s a delightful chop-house not a five minutes’ stroll from here.”

“Aye, I s’pose,” Lewrie allowed. “You think we did well?”

“Extremely well, sir,” MacDougall was quick to assure him, with a Puckish grin.

“I thought just laying out how we… committed the deed, just like that,” Lewrie fretted, “would doom us. Me.”

“As I shall tell the jury this afternoon, Captain Lewrie, was the deed an act of criminality… or, was it a deed of liberation? I will fill the afternoon with the testimony of your Black sailors, and there will not be a dry eye in the courtroom, once I’m done. Not one stony heart unmoved. Ready, Mister Sadler? Shall we go, then, for I am famished.”

Lewrie fingered a breeches pocket to assure himself that his coin purse was still present, and that it was suitably stuffed with a sufficiency of bank notes and coins, enough to bear the cost of dinner with such imposing trenchermen as MacDougall and Sadler. No matter the financial support of the Abolitionists, and other “Progressives,” for his legal expenses (and all those visual aids), dealing with attorneys was a dear business.

“As a matter of fact, Captain Lewrie,” MacDougall said as he stowed away his court wear, “I am so sanguine about the rest of the day that, this once, allow me to treat.”

Lewrie’s jaw, it here must be noted, dropped rather far.




Chapter Four

The afternoon’s testimony indeed turned out to be emotional and dramatic as Mr. MacDougall put all seven surviving Black sailors in the witness box, and led each of them first through their wretched lives as chattel slaves in the West Indies, and on the Beauman plantation in particular, then about their flight, their reception aboard Capt. Lewrie’s frigate, and their experiences in the Royal Navy, since.

Shoddy clothing, if clothed at all; the poorest, meanest rations of condemned salt-beef or salt-pork, bug-infested rice, and but a few fresh greens or vegetables, with even so-called holiday victuals of a barely unremitted sameness, for even the rare duffs or puddings were, though cooked on a sugar cane plantation, sadly lacking in sweetness. How prime field hands, sleek when first they came from the slave ships and the vendue houses, wasted away to skin, gristle, and bones before three years were out… which was considered a bargain by unfeeling masters, considering the sad, low price placed on a human being they’d initially paid. There were always ships arriving with healthy slaves from Africa, the barracks and pens were continually full, and prices for people were nigh as low as those for cattle.

Crude huts for shelters, leaf-stuffed sacks for bedding on the dirt floors at night, exposed round the clock to insects and weather; up before the sun to the tolling of bells and the crack of whips, poor victuals choked down after being scooped by hand from communal pots, then back-breaking labour ’til the sun was all but set, with only one brief break in the shade for a miser’s dinner.

And whips, and chains, and choke-collar boards round their necks for the slightest act of mis-behaviour, hot irons to brand recalcitrant shirkers; hot irons to sear the tongue from those who dared speak back without being asked a question, or for the merest suspicion of lying to an overseer, master, or mistress.

Poisonous snakes had been imported from Africa and India, turned loose in the surrounding forests to make sure that slaves wouldn’t dare run off without risking a “five-stepper” death.

For the slow, the slow-witted, or lazy, for those who broke the poor tools they were given, for hiding a cane-cutting machete or knife, there was the whipping post, where the lashes were doled out capriciously; thirty for this sin, fifty for another, perhaps an hundred for the same offence at the whim of the overseer’s imagination, with age or sex no assurance of leniency.

And slave women… the young, firm, and handsome were masters’ prey, overseers’ perquisites. In the fields, in the huts after dark, it was just rape, when drunken sons of slave-masters and their friends or cousins felt like it, and the mother, the father, the lover who objected in the slightest laid himself open to pure torture, and no one could lift a hand to rescue the young girls. After all, slave children quickened by White men fetched more when auctioned off, and made lighter skinned, less-African-featured house servants-to-be.

Did house servants have it slightly better? Of a certainty, but they paid a high price. Did slave women, mothers against their will, hope that their offspring might be “bright” enough to be spared field work? Of course. If girls, though, planters’ sons desired them more.

Did anyone ever preach the Gospel to them? Only the snippets from Saint Paul’s letters that urged, “Slaves, behave your masters.”



“And, since signing articles aboard Proteus,” MacDougall asked the wiry young George Rodney, who had been a spry topman and a sharpshooter, “did Captain Lewrie ever put you, or any of the other volunteers to any work in his great-cabins? To wait upon his table, buff his boots, do his laundry? Anything like that?”

“Nossuh, he nevah did. Wull, Jones Nelson be in ’is boat crew, but dat ’coz he big un’ strong oarsman. Be a run-out tackleman on de twelve-poundah’r eighteen poundah’r, sah.”

“So Captain Lewrie did not consider you his personal property?”

“Oh, nossuh!” Rodney firmly replied. “I’z a British sailah in de Royal Navy, sah. I’z a sailah o’ King George.”

“Captain Lewrie rated you a topman… one of the lads who goes aloft? Yes. Did you want to be one?”

“Oh, yassah. Topmen be kings o’ de ship, sah.”

“And he trained you, all of you, with pistols, muskets, swords, and boarding pikes?” MacDougall asked, as he had of all the rest, but Mr. Cooke, who was a bit too old and stout for close combat; for he was indeed well-named, and had been Proteus’s ship’s cook.

“Lemme shoot Frenchmen wid his own Ferguson rifle-musket, me or his ol’ Cox’n, Andrews, ’e did, sah,” Rodney boasted. “Said de bot’ o’ us have de good eye.”

“Yes, and have you killed a lot of Frenchmen?”

“Yassuh, I sho’ have! ’Specially when we fight de French frigates two year ago,” Rodney supplied. “Round dozen, right dere.”

“You mentioned Coxswain Andrews,” MacDougall went on. “Of what race was Coxswain Andrews?”

“He Black, like me, sah, well… fo’ he run, I hear tell he wuz a house slave’r body slave,” Rodney related, “so he wuz light-skinned. He be Cap’m Lewrie’s Cox’n almos’ since de ’Merican Revolution. But he got killed in de South Atlantic, two year ago.”

“Was he a body servant to Captain Lewrie?” MacDougall shrewdly asked, looking at the jury, not his witness.

“Nossuh, he run de Cap’m’s boat when he be called ashore, an’ such,” Rodney said. “Only fellah dat sees t’ th’ Cap’m is ’is cook an’ cabin steward, Mistah Aspinall, ovah yondah,” Rodney said, with a jab of his arm to the sailors behind the Defence table.

“And did Captain Lewrie ever have one of you fellows flogged for disobedience?” MacDougall asked.

“Can’t recall dat evah happen, sah,” Rodney said, frowning in reverie. “Cap’m Lewrie ain’t big on floggin’, ’cept fer when a man’s been real bad. Didn’t even flog Hood, Howe, Whitbread, Groome, and Bass, when dey git wobbly-drunk on Saint Helena, an’ borrowed Mistah Wigmore’s donkeys f’um de circus, an’ raced ’em up de valley. Weren’t no zebras, like dat Mistah Wigmore said, just painted up t’look like ’em. Dey git de donkeys drunk, too, at de las’ tavern up de valley.”

“And Captain Lewrie didn’t flog anyone else on Saint Helena?” MacDougall enquired. “Not even when they tore up the island governor’s gardens? Stole a magnolia tree, and rose bushes?”

“Cap’m be plenty mad, aye, sah,” Rodney tittered with delight, “but ’e didn’ flog nobody, just put ’em on bread an’ watuh, wid no rum ner ’baccy fer a week. Didn’t even flog when me an’ Groome run off t’see Africker. Well, Groome died when de Cape Buff’lo trample ’im, an’ I got mauled by a she-lion, so I s’pose I wuzn’t fit t’flog fo’ a spell… it ain’t like we wuz desertin’, sah, ’cause de circus people hadta come back t’Cape Town wid dey new beasts fo’ de shows, but Groome an’ me jus’ wanted t’see where we come f’um fo’ a bit, sah. I’z clawed up and bit on right bad, an’ I s’pose de Cap’m think I punished enough.”

The spectators could not contain simpers and snickers when the lad named his compatriots, who, at Mr. Winwood’s urging, had taken new, freemen’s names after their mustering-in baths under the wash-deck pump, as if leaving pagan lives of sin behind and being “washed white as snow” by baptism; new souls with new identities, and not what some capricious slave-master had named them.

Hood, Howe, Rodney, Anson, and Nelson for naval heroes; Groome and Cooke for their old occupations, then Bass and Whitbread for the imported beverages their masters had drunk.

Sir Samuel Whitbread, Member of Parliament, seated in the middle of the courtroom’s spectator area that afternoon, perhaps didn’t find it quite so amusing, but…

What Rodney described were sailors’ antics, the sorts of things that young men of any race might risk when in drink and high spirits; and the adventures! Trampled by Cape Buffalo, mauled and bitten by a lion on a hunting, trapping jaunt into the wilds of mysterious Africa with a circus? Battling pirates in the Caribbean, the French and Spanish, with lashings of prize-money to prove their mettle, and success, why, what English lad didn’t wish to run away to sea and have such adventures!

Lewrie peeked at the gentlemen in the jury box and was heartened to see a fair number of them smiling, or shaking their heads in kindly wonder over such doings.

“And you were paid the same as any British sailor in your rate, Seaman Rodney?” MacDougall good-naturedly asked him.

“Ev’ry penny t’th’ jot an’ tittle, sah,” Rodney answered. “Ol’ Mistah Coote, de Pursah, an’ Cap’m Lewrie’z fair men, sah. An’ ev’ry prize we take, I git my share same’z anybody. We whup de Creole pirates two year ago in Looziana, I made t’ree years’ wages right dere!”

“And now you’re a free man, Seaman Rodney,” MacDougall continued in a softer voice, “do you wish to remain a British sailor, and a free man?”

“Best life I evah know, sah. Aye, I ain’t nevah let any one make me a slave again,” Rodney declared, with some heat. “I learn t’read an’ write ’board ship, so nobody gon’ trap me makin’ my mark on somethin’ I don’t understand… got cypherin’, too, so nobody gon’ cheat me outta money, neither. War be ovah, I ’spect I’ll ship out on a merchantman, ’less I find me a good girl an’ start a fam’ly.”

“And, finally, Seaman Rodney… what do you think of Captain Lewrie?” MacDougall asked him.

“He be a fine man, sah,” Rodney gushed, “a fightin’ man, and a good ’un, an’ I just thank God he free me, an’ God bless him fo ’evah.”



And MacDougall’s summation was glorious, of course, focussing not so much on denying the theft of slaves as he did praising it for a courageous Christian act. With the Jamaica trial transcript out, he could not refer to it, except to ask the jury to consider why not one accuser was present in court, even though the Beaumans had pursued the matter with white-hot eagerness, and at the cost of thousands of pounds for several years; did they suddenly fear being taken up themselves for laying a false and vengeful prosecution?

“And lastly, gentlemen,” MacDougall declaimed in histrionic fashion, his arms outstretched, “consider that the dozen slaves, not worth three hundred pounds as less-than-human hewers of wood and drawers of water, worked to death in a few short years, then easily replaced with fresh young muscles… the merest pittance of those who yearly perish… the most minute fraction of all those hundreds of thousands yearning to live free… have shed their blood for you, given their lives for you, who sleep snug at night behind Britain’s ‘wooden walls’! Go aloft, serve the guns, endure the boredom of blockading, and bravely face all the perils of weather and the wrath of the sea on our men-o’-war all round the world, this very minute, this very hour! Ask how many more would wish to emulate these stalwart young men. Yes, I say men, not dumb beasts, men who feel pain and joy, suffer disappointment and revel in victory… who serve God, King, and Country, in whose breasts burn the fires of patriotism as strongly as yours.

“It would be unconscionable to deny England their services… just as it would be equally unconscionable to return these men to the vengeful cruelty of slavery, to their former master, Mister Hugh Beauman of Jamaica!” MacDougall declared.

“And that, sirs, would be the logical result if the instrument of their new-found freedoms was condemned for a selfless act of liberation,” MacDougall told the jury. “Human bondage had been outlawed in our happy isle for nearly fifty years, yet, do you find that Captain Alan Lewrie is guilty of stealing human beings, you reduce these men to chattel status once more, tacitly admit that they were mere property! Property, I say, with as little right to determine their own destinies as a bed-stead, or a dining room table! To even reward Hugh Beauman a single shilling per head as a compromise settlement would be tantamount to calling these eager young volunteers in our Navy no more men than a dozen pair of shoe buckles!

“No, gentlemen, don’t do it,” MacDougall urged the jury. “Deem what Captain Lewrie did a courageous act, the leeward gun fired in the challenge to a foe… as our beloved Admiral Horatio Nelson urges all captains to fire no matter the odds, or risk… a first, tentative, but significant blow against the abominable practice of Negro slavery that I am sure all true Britons despise… a bold geste done not for personal aggrandisement, which, I am also certain all Britons cheer, with nought but admiration for Captain Lewrie’s courage in striking any sort of blow to this despicable institution, and expose its putrescent evils for all the world to see.

“We sing, gentlemen,” MacDougall said, lowering his arms, sounding weary and exhausted, of a sudden, which forced the twelve men of the jury to lean a bit forward. “‘Britons never, never, never shall be slaves.’ Fine for us, for we were born free men, and are now engaged in a war, defending our ancient right to remain free of a conquering tyrant with bulldog tenacity and determination. Can we deny the right to others who are just as determined to become free? Can we condemn a heroic Paladin who freed the first few?

“Find these charges baseless and mean, gentlemen!” MacDougall cried, suddenly finding new energy. “Acquit Captain Lewrie and set him free upon our nation’s foes, and, in doing so, condemn the brutes who would make scornful mock of freedom for any man, Black or White, slave or free! Acquit, acquit, acquit, and show the world what true Britons think of human bondage!”



The jury shuffled out to their deliberation chamber, and Lewrie had time to visit the “jakes” for a long-delayed pee. Making his way through the throngs of supporters in the hallways, who had not gained seats in the courtroom, was a maddening hindrance ’pon his bladder, and it was with an immense sense of relief that he could stroll back out after doing up his breeches buttons to face the gauntlet once again, now of much better, less impatient takings.

“Sir! Sir, come quick!” MacDougall’s clerk, Mr. Sadler, urged, making a narrow aisle through the crowd and beckoning in some haste. “The jury is ready to render. Bless me, not above eight minutes, in total. Never seen the like!”

“Is that good or bad?” Lewrie asked, considering that, whilst in the “necessary,” it might have been a good idea to throw on his boat-cloak, exchange hats with a civilian gentleman, and “take leg-bail” for parts unknown.

“Might be very good, sir. On the other hand… excuse us?”

I’d love t’meet a one-armed law clerk or lawyer, Lewrie told himself; who can’t say ‘on the other hand.’

MacDougall gave him a tentative smile as he re-entered the grim courtroom, and a shrug as Lewrie re-mounted to the railed dock, where he felt too unsettled to sit down. Lewrie paced the tiny enclosure, a fair approximation of a condemned man’s cell, he could imagine, trying to appear stoic, with a slight touch of bemusement, as he looked over the refilling courtroom from his elevated vantage point.

Damme, there’s a stunner! he irrelevantly thought, espying an especially attractive young lady in a lavender gown and matching hat; Hope springs eternal… all that. It cheered him that the handsome lass smiled at him and dipped him a brief bow of encouragement.

Bang! went the bailiff’s mace, and the cry of “Oyez!” as Lord Justice Oglethorpe resumed his place in the banc, and court functionaries filed in and took their own places… as the twelve men of the jury re-entered the courtroom through a side door and took seats in their own railed-off box. There was much shuffling of feet, coughing into fists, the rustling of gowns and men’s coats, the creaking of a new pair of boots, and the bang! of a stubbed toe against the pew-like benches of the spectators’ gallery. Oddly, there was no whispering or chatting, this time; only an expectant hush worthy of the last act of a tragedy staged in Drury Lane.

“The jury has determined a verdict in the matter of Beauman versus Lewrie?” Lord Justice Oglethorpe enquired, once the last of the traditional forms had been acted out.

“We have, my lord,” the elected foreman announced.

“Pray, do you declare it,” Oglethorpe ordered.

“Ahem!” from the foreman.

“Free him, pray God!” some feminine voice was heard to utter.

“We, the jury, find, in the matter of Beauman et al. versus Captain Alan Lewrie, Royal Navy, that the defendant is not guilty.”

“Halleluah!” a male spectator shouted, a second before womanly shrieks of relief and joy, and a general “hoo-raw” and chorus of “huzzahs!” mixed with a tidal wave of bright chattering and glad laughter. Sailors behind the Defence table raised “three cheers”!

Holy shit! Lewrie thought, dumbstruck, and nigh-shaking with unutterable relief himself; ready to break out in maniacal laughter as well! What a marvellous thing it was, to know that one would not be cashiered, that one would not hang, and… that one did not owe one’s lawyer tuppence! Not guilty! Well, not innocent, exactly, but it’ll more than do, Lewrie thought; more… what did MacDougall call it? Jury nullification? Emotion ruled, not logic… and thank God for’t!

He goggled round the courtroom at the spectators, the powerful and dedicated to abolition, the enthusiastic, and the mere lookers-on who’d come to any notorious trial. Lewrie spotted wee Rev. Wilberforce and his coterie, all looking about to break into unaccustomed dances of glee (for such an earnest and usually dour crowd), and confessed to himself that he’d let them down badly that night, for it was better than fair odds that he’d be drunk as a lord… drunk as an emperor by God… by midnight!

Lord Justice Oglethorpe was gavelling away, had been for several minutes in point of fact, before the crowd in the courtroom subdued to a level where in he could make himself heard.

“Captain Alan Lewrie,” Oglethorpe solemnly intoned in a loud voice, looking as stolid as ever he might had the jury gone the other way. “A jury of your peers having found you not guilty of the crime with which you were charged, I now declare you a free man.”

Which formal declaration only served to set the crowd off once more. Oglethorpe banged away for order, now looking “tetched” by the interruptions.

“Last year, when first you appeared before this court, Captain Lewrie, you put up a surety bond to guarantee your future appearance, which your presence today fulfilled,” Oglethorpe announced, “in the amount of one hundred pounds.
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