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[Read by Simon Vance] Patrick O'Brian's fourth action-packed installment in the 'Aubrey-Maturin'

series, as with the rest, demonstrates historical fiction at its best. Captain Jack Aubrey is ashore on

half pay without a command, until Stephen Maturin arrives with secret orders for Aubrey to take a

frigate to the Cape of Good Hope under a commodore's pennant. Once there he is to mount an

expedition against the French-held islands of Mauritius and La RÃ©union. But the difficulties of

carrying out his orders are compounded by two of his own captains - Lord Clonfert, a

pleasure-seeking dilettante, and Captain Corbett, whose severity pushes his crew to the verge of

mutiny.
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Some critics have referred to the Aubrey/Maturin books as one long novel united not only by their

historical setting but also by the central plot element of the Aubrey/Maturin friendship. Having read

these fine books over a period of several years, I decided to evaluate their cumulative integrity by

reading them consecutively in order of publication over a period of a few weeks. This turned out to

be a rewarding enterprise. For readers unfamiliar with these books, they describe the experiences

of a Royal Navy officer and his close friend and traveling companion, a naval surgeon. The

experiences cover a broad swath of the Napoleonic Wars and virtually the whole globe. Rereading

all the books confirmed that O'Brian is a superb writer and that his ability to evoke the past is



outstanding. O'Brian has numerous gifts as a writer. He is the master of the long, careful

description, and the short, telling episode. His ability to construct ingenious but creditable plots is

first-rate, probably because he based much of the action of his books on actual events. For

example, some of the episodes of Jack Aubrey's career are based on the life of the famous frigate

captain, Lord Cochrane. O'Brian excels also in his depiction of characters. His ability to develop

psychologically creditable characters through a combination of dialogue, comments by other

characters, and description is tremendous. O'Brien's interest in psychology went well beyond

normal character development, some books contain excellent case studies of anxiety, depression,

and mania. Reading O'Brien gives vivid view of the early 19th century. The historian Bernard Bailyn,

writing of colonial America, stated once that the 18th century world was not only pre-industrial but

also pre-humanitarian (paraphrase).
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