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Jacob Heemskerck’s Arctic Adventure. Part one – how it came to pass 
  

Winter, within the Arctic Circle, 1596. 

 December the seventh 

At the northernmost extent of Europe lies Tartaria. It is a vast tundra land of permafrost 

where lichen and reindeer struggle to survive. Even further north, within the Arctic Circle, is the 

huge glacial island of Nova Zembla. Nova Zembla is hostile to life – any life. But in this year of 

our lord 1596, on the island’s northern-most shore, in the flesh-freezing depths of the Arctic 

winter, there is incredibly, a timber house, the only house for a thousand miles. 

How cold is it in that house? Despite the constant fire, the ice is as thick as a finger on the 

inside of the walls. Men push right up against the fire until their boots begin to smoke but the 

heat of it cannot drive the ice crystals from their backs. When a man urinates it tinkles like 

breaking glass as it turns to ice in mid flow. It is this cold because the sun has left them. It left 

them on the 4
th

 of November and it will be gone for quite some time. 

Outside the house, a storm batters the sea ice driving it against the shore. The ice 

complains, groaning from its belly until it cracks in a shock of noise as if a whole forest of tree 

trunks were being snapped in two. The din of breaking ice rolls across the land; over the den of 

the great white she-bear and over the roof of the house. To the bear it is the normal sounds of 

winter but to the men, it is the sound of the world being torn apart.  

Jacob cannot sleep. He sits on the edge of his cot hugging the warmth of the coal fire. It is 

so cold now that their usual wood fire had barely given any warmth at all so they are burning the 

ship’s coal, stopping up the chimney to keep in the heat. The glow of embers reflect in his eyes 

and cast a red sheen onto his sunken cheeks. His hair is long and greasy. His beard, once so neat 

and trim, has run to seed. Under the furs his body is stale. He hates to be so unkempt but in the 

depths of the longest darkness they look and suffer like animals. If the sun’s rays ever find him 

again he hopes he can become a civilised man again. Then he will bathe and be barbered and he 

will make the others do it too.  

He is pleased with this resolution. As a soldier and a leader he understands the need to give 

men purpose. Even the smallest things can lift a man's spirit when it has sunk low and, despite 

his efforts, over the last months the men’s spirits have sunk so very low. It is the cold and the 

boredom. A warm comfortable soul is lively and full of energy keeping the body in the best of 
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spirits - a cold soul is sluggish and heavy and curls in on itself leaving the body to cope alone.  

Jacob leans towards the fire. Using a frozen shoe he rolls a heated cannonball out of the 

embers, covers it with fox furs and heaves it onto the foot of his cot. He lies back on his mattress 

and pushes his feet under the furs as close to the hot iron as he dares without burning his toes. He 

thinks that one day he will surely set himself on fire. He grimaces with almost a smile - at least 

then the men would have a little extra warmth. 

Although his feet are now warmer he still cannot sleep. It is true that Barents is snoring 

like the old sea dog that he is, but Jacob has grown used to this and all the other sounds of 

grunting, groaning and farting of men sleeping in a confined space - this is not what disturbs 

him. What disturbs him are the sounds of the storm that roars around them and which is all too 

easy to imagine as the roar of the She-bear. He imagines her out there, a white ghost in the dark 

of the Arctic winter. He knows that their sturdy little house can barely keep her out. Her claws, 

each as long as a finger, could easily rake down the door and then her dagger-like teeth would 

pierce their skulls with a single bite, soft brains oozing from the wound. 

Jacob shakes his head to dispel the thought. What is happening to him? He is not prone to 

such hysterical fantasies. If he allows himself to succumb to such thoughts, what will happen to 

the men? He knows that they looked to him for leadership in this cold Hell - and it is Hell 

because Hell is the place for the torture of souls except here they are being tortured by frost not 

fire. Jacob knows that the men also look to Barents but Barents is sick. The spirit in the man is as 

strong as ever but the body is breaking down. He has suffered in his long years of adventure and 

now in this ultimate place of suffering it is proving too much. More and more, Jacob has the 

responsibility for all of them. Somehow they have to endure the long winter, somehow they have 

to avoid the ferocious She-bear and somehow they have to find their way across ice and sea back 

to their homes. Somehow he has to lead them through all of this and it almost seems hopeless. 

Jacob realises that his thoughts had almost touched on despair. Vaguely he thinks it 

unusual. He has just had two emotions - fear and despair - that he had never known before as a 

soldier. He worries that his mind is slipping away from him – either that or he is losing his 

courage. Is that why he feels so odd? His heart is pounding, his head throbs and he cannot focus 

on a thought. Is this what fear feels like? If he has indeed turned coward he will put a musket ball 

through his head in the morning. Determined about this, he falls into a deep sleep of vivid 

dreams as the noxious monoxide fumes from the coal fire curl around his nostrils. 
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Winter, the previous year in Ostend 

Jacob sits in a chair in the middle of a dusty room. His head is tipped back and a young 

pretty woman is standing in front of him, her legs parted, the inside of her soft thighs pressing 

against his knees. She holds a sharp knife to his throat. 

Another man, musket in hand stands and watches with idle interest.  

The door of the room is open, long-since blown off its splintered frame and in the small 

courtyard leads to the street a ragged company of tired, mud-covered soldiers lounge, some with 

muskets laid nearby, others with their long spear-like pikes propped against the outside of the 

house. All of the men sport bandages. On some the blood has darkened with age. On others the 

blood is still rosy and fresh. 

Suddenly, in the distance, there is a loud ‘boom’ followed by an approaching whistle of air. 

The soldiers in the courtyard freeze, the woman standing over Jacob stops working with the 

blade. A second later there is a crash and a thud of falling masonry from across the street. 

The woman continues her work as if nothing untoward has happened at all. 

The man in the room with the musket looked out of the door, “That was a close one.” 

“They are all close, Will,” Jacob told him, then called through the door as the girl scraped 

at the bristles on his neck, “how many is that, Ade?” 

“Three hundred and forty seven, Sir,” a young man with a bandaged head called back. He 

was scratching a tally in the dirt with a stick.  

Jacob smiled, “Three hundred and forty seven, Will, and it's not even midday. I’ll have that 

guilder off you by sundown.” 

“Ach! The Spanish are always angriest at us in the morning. They’ll be having their siesta 

soon enough!” Willemsz told him. 

Jacob grinned at the man’s optimism and lifted his head, risking a nick and a scolding from 

his barber, to call out of the door again, “How many yesterday, Ade?” 

“Don't know, Sir.” 

“Don't know?” Jacob bellowed! “How can that be?” 

“Number six hundred and eighty four, Sir. - it got me in the ‘ed. After that I lost count, Sir.” 

“Well, don't bloody loose count today,” Jacob warned him. “I have a wager to win with 

Sergeant Willemsz.” 
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“Aye, aye, Sir!” the lad promised even though his head still ached. 

Jacob and Willemsz both smiled at the lad’s diligence but then, as the woman pushed his 

head back firmly to resume shaving, Jacob become serious. “I wish I knew what those damn 

Spanish are up to - and they are up to something, by God. A thousand cannon balls a day must 

mean something.” 

Just then a lad younger even than Ade burst into the courtyard amidst a cloud of white dust. 

He was covered from head to toe in the stuff and it had turned him a pale and white. 

When the soldiers in the courtyard saw him they began hooting with laughter. The poor 

boy, flustered, stumbled into the house. 

“Bloody Hell, Wim! What happened to you?” Jacob looked him up and down as once again 

his shave was interrupted. 

“Last cannonball, Sir. Hit the bakers just as I was passing – covered me in flour.” 

“You look more like a ghost lad, best clean yourself up,” Jacob ordered him in mock anger. 

In truth, the lad was lucky to be still standing. 

“But Sir, I have a message from Sir Francis Vere. He wants to see you.” 

Jacob glanced at Willemsz, “Tell the English bastard Captain that I'm having a shave and 

I'll be along when I'm finished.” 

“But, Sir!” Wim began. 

“Do what the Captain says now,” Willemsz cut the boy’s protest short. “The Captain will 

be along when he’s ready.”  

Wim, looked undecided for a moment but then saw their resolve. To more hoots of laughter 

he turned and darted back into the street to deliver Jacob’s reply to the General. 

“That lad is always running,” Jacob muttered, then turning his head to Willemsz, “Wonder 

what Vere wants?” 

“If I draw blood it will be your fault,” his pretty barber warned him.  

Jacob laughed, “I couldn't find a better barber in the whole of Amsterdam.” He wiped the 

soap from his neck and. pulled the girl onto his knee. “Nor a prettier one,” he grinned. “If I 

should die tomorrow, my beard will be yours to keep.” 

“Thank you kind Sir, but wouldn't your fiancée want it?” The girl pushed him away and 

slid off his lap. 

“Aye,” Jacob became more serious. “She might well!” He stood and going over to a table 
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that had a bowl of water on it, he splashed some over his face and beard. She had made a good 

job of trimming it. 

“We may be at war, Will,” he said but when we fight, we should fight as well-barbered 

gentlemen.” 

“I'll be sure to remember that, Sir,” Willemsz promised him, amused. 

“Come on!” Jacob threw a used towel at Willemsz. “We'd better see what the English 

bastard wants.” 

“But what about my shave, Sir!” Willemsz towel in hand, looked longingly at Jacob’s 

former barber who was standing hand on lovely hip. He had no fiancée to worry about.  

Jacob laughed, “There will be time enough for plenty of close shaves this week, Will.” 

Willemsz sighed but picked up his musket and, with a nod to the girl, reluctantly followed 

his captain out of the wreck of a house that they had made their quarters. 

Crossing the courtyard Jacob kicked the leg of young Ade and tossed a coin at his feet, “Do 

something useful while we are gone and get yourself a shave. I want the Spanish to see that you 

are well-barbered when one of those balls finally carries your head off!” 

“Yes, Sir!” Ade scrambled eagerly to his feet earning a jealous scowl from Willemsz that 

sent him scurrying head-down into the broken house. 

Jacob and Willemsz stepped out of the courtyard into the narrow street which was even 

more busy than usual. A ship had just come in from Amsterdam and she was being unloaded; the 

barrels of flour, cheeses, meats and gunpowder being distributed throughout the fortified village 

that had grown up into a town.  

Jacob grunted, “We'll be well fed tonight, Will but I bet you another guilder that she didn't 

bring any reinforcements.” He would have gladly given up a week of good meals to have more 

men. They had lost so many men to disease, desertion and the Spanish guns that it was becoming 

hard to defend the whole of the outer line. Jacob himself had started the siege with fifty men in 

his command but was now down to twelve and all of them wounded more than once. 

Further along the street Jacob could see the baker’s house that had been hit by the Spanish 

cannonball. He realised that it must have been a large forty-pounder that had struck the shop 

because the whole of the upper floor had been staved in. Flour from ruptured barrels had spilled 

out onto the street lying there like snow. There was some sort of commotion outside the shop and 

Jacob could see an English officer struggling with the baker’s wife, Elly. A group of four English 
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soldiers were gathered round. 

“What's going on here, Elly?” Jacob asked her as she broke the grip of the English officer – 

suffering a liking for her own baking, she was easily a match for the Englishman, pound for 

pound 

“Captain Heemskerck, they are stealing my bread,” she waved a fist made strong from 

kneading dough, at the soldiers who, Jacob saw, were all clutching loaves. 

“You going to pay for those loaves?” he asked the English officer who stared dumbly back 

at him. Jacob felt rage rising. “This woman has just lost her home, her livelihood and you think it 

is right to steal from her.” 

“It was lying around so we took it,” the officer said simply. 

Jacob took a step towards him. “I am not spilling my blood defending this shit-hole from 

the Spanish just so that the English can steal what they want behind our backs. Are you with me 

Will?” his eyes did not leave the English officer. Jacob, though lean, was battle-hardened and had 

a mean look in his grey eyes. 

“Right behind you, Sir,” Willemsz told him as he idly cradled his musket. In contrast to 

Jacob, Willemsz was powerfully built; before the war he had worked digging canals in 

Amsterdam.  

Whereas Jacob and Willemsz sported muddy uniforms that were frayed and patched, the 

English looked as if they had spent the whole siege comfortably holed up in a brothel. One of the 

pretty soldiers, perhaps thinking that he had the weight of numbers on his side, moved to pass 

Jacob with an armful of stolen loaves. 

Jacob stuck out a foot and tripped the man who sprawled face down in the floury mud. In 

an instant, Jacob was inundated under a pile of English uniforms as the soldiers dropped their 

loaves and laid into him. The English officer stepped forward with a hand on his sword but 

Willemsz raised his musket to the man's belly. 

“Let's keep this fair, Sir, shall we?” Willemsz kept one eye on the officer who had frozen in 

his step and the other on the grunting ruck of men struggling in the street. Jacob had all but 

disappeared under the red of English uniforms. 

The officer smirked at Willemsz – the arrogant Dutch Captain was about to be taught an 

English lesson.  

Willemsz smiled back and raised an eyebrow, shaking his head slightly. 
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The officer barely had time to frown when the baker’s wife shrieked, ran forward and 

began to pull the English off Jacob by the seat of their pants. Jacob's head and body presently 

appeared from beneath the press of men. He wriggled free and kicked backwards with his leg 

catching an Englishman in the face with the heel of his boot - the man crumpled, a dead weight 

on top of his comrades. 

On his feet now, Jacob delivered a swift kick to the groin of another man who was 

sprawled on the ground. The man rolled into an agonised ball but Jacob was caught behind by 

the man he had first tripped. The man wrapped Jacob in a bear hug but didn't have the strength to 

hold it as the baker’s wife pulled at his greasy hair. Jacob suddenly dropped a shoulder and 

tipped the man back into the struggling pile of arms and legs. 

“Thanks for your help, Will!” Jacob panted as he wiped blood from his mouth. 

“But you're both doing so well, Sir,” Willemsz chuckled.  

In the next instant, though, his amusement faded as the confusion of English arms and legs 

sorted itself out and every man drew a sword at Jacob.  

Jacob, covered in mud looked at their weapons. “Silly bastards!” he spat blood from his 

mouth and moved to draw his own weapon. 

“What on earth is going on here?” an English voice boomed over them. 

  Sir Francis Vere, the commander of the fortified town was walking up the street towards 

them with a small entourage. The soldiers facing Jacob lowered their swords looking almost 

sheepish. 

The baker’s wife pulled a soggy loaf out of the mud and waved it at Sir Francis, “Look 

what your men have done. Look what they have done!” She glared at the soldiers.   

Vere turned to his entourage, “What is she saying, Fairfax?” he asked a blonde Captain 

with thick hair because even as commander of the fort sent by Queen Elizabeth to aid the Dutch 

he did not speak their language. 

“She says that your men are thieving bastards,” Jacob translated for him.   

Sir Francis stared at him for a moment, then turned to the officer that Willemsz still held at 

the end of his musket. “Is this true, Ogle?” 

“We were going to pay for it,” the officer looked brashly at Jacob, unashamed in his lie. 

“Well make sure that you do,” Vere told him. “And you can help this poor woman clear up 

the damage and secure her property.”  
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“Yes Sir!” Ogle turned slightly pink but his voice did not betray his humiliation. 

“And you, Captain Heemskerck. I ordered you to come to me and when you do not appear, 

I find you brawling in the street with my men.” 

“They needed to be taught a lesson, Sir.” 

“Why you insolent…..!” Captain Fairfax moved towards Jacob but Vere raised his hand.  

“No! He is quite right Fairfax. Lessons must be learned – after all we are on the same side - 

but now is not the time.” He turned from the bakery and indicated that Jacob should follow him.  

With one last scowl at the English officer and a nod to the baker’s wife, Jacob fell in beside 

him.  

Willemsz, with a mock salute at the English officer, finally lowered his musket and 

followed on behind. 

“The reason I asked for you, Captain Heemskerck, is that I have some good news,” Sir 

Francis told him as they walked on together. 

“The Spanish have surrendered, Sir?” 

Vere laughed, “I wish that it were true. No! You have been recalled to Amsterdam on 

urgent orders.”  

Jacob stopped suddenly in his tracks.   

Sir Francis, in turn, stopped and looked at him. “You can go home, Captain Hemskerck. It 

is good news.”  

Jacob shook his head. “God knows I'd like to see a proper town again and my fiancée but I 

can’t go.” 

Sir Francis frowned. “You have no choice, Captain Heemskerck. The order is signed by 

Prince Maurice himself.” 

“If Prince Maurice knew our situation here he would not ask me to leave.” 

“He knows our situation well enough,” Sir Francis told him. 

“Then why does he not send reinforcements. We have lost two thousand men these two 

years and how many do we have left - barely enough to defend the outer wall?” 

“It is no secret that Prince Maurice is engaged in the siege of Bois-le-Duc – he will send 

men when he can.” 

Jacob considered that for a moment then said, “I will not go. I will not leave my men to die 

here.”  
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Sir Francis frowned, “Captain Heemskerck, I order you to go.”  

Jacob laughed, “If I will not follow my Prince Maurice's orders – I certainly will not follow 

yours, you being an Englishman.” 

Sir Francis studied Jacob carefully, “Think on this,” he warned Jacob sternly, “It could 

mean your head.” 

“The Prince would have to find it first among two thousand other heads that have been lost 

in this siege. No! Tell the Prince, Sir that I will return to Amsterdam when he sends six hundred 

men to our town of Ostend to take my place.” 

Sir Francis spluttered, “You dare to offer ultimatums to the Prince.” 

Jacob looked him in the eye, “I do Sir!” 

“Good!” Vere clapped him on the back, “and I hope that he listens. God knows, I did not 

want to lose another man – and a good one at that. But, Captain Heemskerck, don't make a habit 

of disobeying my orders – we can't have anarchy here.” 

“No Sir!” Jacob thought that Sir Francis might well be an English bastard but at least he 

was a fair one. 

At that moment they were interrupted by the booming volley of Spanish guns. 

“The Archduke is at our outer defences again,” Sir Francis looked suddenly weary.  

Albert, the Archduke of Austria had at that moment fifty siege guns pointed at the town’s 

western defences, the outermost of which were a series of little forts. To the West there was the 

Porcupine, the Sand Hill and the aptly named Hell's Mouth, which had had more than one 

cannonade forced down its gullet. To the south-west there were the Square, South Square and 

Polder which were more out on a limb. 

 “Captain Heemskerck, take your men and see if anything can be done there!” Sir Vere 

sighed. 

“Yes Sir!” Jacob saluted the man before he and Willemsz jogged back up the street with the 

Spanish cannon still booming in the background, to rouse the men. 

The Spanish cannonade did not rest for a single breath in the time it took Jacob to gather 

his men. 

“Come on lads!” Jacob told them. “They need our Dutch steel to stop the Spanish 

cannonballs.” He made light of it but it was grim. By now, with so many cannonballs raining 

down on the town, they had all seen comrades struck down by the large forty pound balls of iron. 
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They could be engaged in a pleasant enough conversation with a mate one second, and witness 

his head blown clean off without warning a second later. 

Getting to their feet that cold grey day, the men pulled the orange colours of the States of 

Unified Netherlands from their pockets and tucked them as sashes at their waists. The English 

had red uniforms that they put on criminals turned out from jails and scum press-ganged from the 

streets, then called them soldiers while the free, honest men of Amsterdam, Utrecht and Zeeland 

had their orange sashes. 

Jacob led his men through the streets of damaged houses to the inner western wall – it did 

not take them long to get there, the whole town was no more than a fortified fishing village less 

than a hour walk in circumference. From this inner wall stretched the outer defences of the 

Porcupine, Sand Hill and Hell's Mouth to the west and the Polder and the Square to the south. 

Once fine stout ravelins, they were now reduced to ruins that though less than ten years old 

looked more like a thousand. Months of pounding by the Spanish guns had weathered them to 

crumbled stone blocks.  

Jacob paused a moment to take it in. The Spanish guns were giving Sand Hill a beating. 

The town had once been surrounded by high sand dunes which had been laboriously levelled 

years before by the fort's architects so as not to give attackers advantage. They left only one, 

Sand Hill and incorporated it into their defences – though being made of sand it was prone to be 

undermined by the frequent storm floods of the sea. 

“Let's see what damage is being done,” he told his men leading them towards the clouds of 

debris that mushroomed into the air. 

As he led them to the outer wall, the work of the guns soon became obvious. The wall 

gradually degraded before their eyes and ended in a chaotic pile of rubble with hardly two blocks 

remaining mortared together. To try to rebuild their broken wall, the besieged had piled the 

rubble back in a heap that not so much resembled a wall but a pile of broken rock with gaps 

filled with timber from demolished houses. Even the spent Spanish cannon balls had not been 

wasted with some parts of the wall more Spanish iron than Dutch stone. 

How could any man live through this? Jacob wondered at the destruction. But men did. 

Hundreds, if not thousands, had died under the months of Spanish fire but the wall was still 

manned. Here and there, high platforms had been made to house the Dutch cannon that, though 

smaller in number, could still answer the Spanish cacophony with coughs of their own. 
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Jacob took his men to the centre point of the wall. He had been there less than two days 

previously but it had suffered in that time – the ridge of rubble having been blown away and 

repaired as many times. A broad platform had been cleared on the ridge protected on the Spanish 

side by a palisade of wood. 

Jacob ran up to the platform and startled the men there for a moment as if they had 

expected a Spanish assault. 

“How are you holding up Thomas?” Jacob hailed a man who was covered so thickly from 

head to toe in dust that his uniform could not be identified. 

The man relaxed when he recognised Jacob. “The Spanish are raking all down our line, Sir. 

I've lost a few,” he indicated a small pile of torn bodies. One man could be recognised as such 

but the rest were just bits and pieces of body in rags. Nearby a cannon lay blown onto its side, a 

man was still trapped underneath but was mercifully dead. “We could do with some help.”  

Jacob nodded. “You bury your dead. We'll watch your back.” He turned to Willemsz. “See 

if you can get that cannon back onto its feet, Will.” 

While the men struggled to right the cannon using their pikes as levers, Jacob went to the 

highest point of the platform. From here he could see the whole length of the western defensive 

line that now looked more like a mountain escarpment snaking across the land than a man-made 

structure. Beyond their defences, a small trickle of the Iperleda river flowed lazily past the town 

to the sea that lay to the north looking dark and cold. Not that long ago the river had been wide 

and full and Jacob would have been looking across a broad estuary that made a natural harbour. 

Over the years though, the river had silted up and the harbour turned into a useless swamp with a 

series of ditches and channels stopping the sea from flooding the town on a high tide. The sluices 

that controlled these dykes were behind the Dutch defensive lines. Luckily for Ostend, as a place 

of strategic importance, the loss of one harbour had coincided with the creation of another. As the 

engineers had levelled the sand dunes to the east of the town it had allowed the sea to spill 

through these natural defences and flood the land behind. So the harbour had switched sides from 

west to east and now the town was protected on one side by a tidal swamp and on another by a 

swirling channel that they called the Gullet. 

Across the harbour of the Gullet the guns of the Netherlanders and Spanish faced each 

other. Despite the Spanish best efforts they had failed to sink a single Dutch ship on its way in or 

out of the harbour so the town remained well provisioned – just starved of men. 
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Yet the Spanish were arduous besiegers. In the distance on the other side of the swamp on 

firmer land, Jacob could see the ring of fortifications that had been built by the Archduke of 

Austria to surround the small town and with the help of twenty thousand men, bottle it up. This 

had stopped the favourite sport of those besieged, who until then had enjoyed the occasional spot 

of pillaging in the land of Flanders. 

Jacob surveyed the Spanish fortifications and the swamp before them. Here, the soil was so 

wet that it could suck down a cannon in minutes. To counter this, the ingenious Spaniards made 

their endless sausages. Under the noses of the defenders’ guns they laboured up to their knees in 

freezing water to sink wicker circles filled with stones and rocks into the mud. These sausages 

cost them dearly. The Dutch slew the sausage makers with their guns and more often than not, 

even if they did survive the Dutch cannon, these poor men could only stand and watch as the sea 

flooded in and carried their sausages away. Still over the months with their dogged persistence 

and the encouragement of five strivers a day, the Spanish, German, Flemish and Walloon sank 

their sausages and crept closer and closer to the Dutch defences providing a good platform for 

the Spanish demi-cannon. Even as he watched, Jacob could see the sausage makers splashing 

about in the mud making their sausages. 

All this time, along the Spanish line, the cannon spat out their balls and puffed out smoke 

while the besieged could barely answer as they scurried about fixing the breaches and tending to 

the wounded. 

“”I wouldn't stand up here Sir, if I were you.” Willemsz came up to Jacob. “They're liable 

to take your head off.”  

Jacob laughed, “If any gunner can take my head off at that distance, they're welcome to it.” 

Just then a Spanish cannonball smashed into the top of the escarpment only yards away 

from the two men who threw their arms across their faces as they were showered with fragments 

of stone.  

As the rubble shower passed leaving a cloud of dust hanging in the air, Willemsz looked at 

Jacob, “By God, they're having a good go though, Sir.”  

Jacob was shaken. “The bastards! Let's show them some Dutch accuracy. Thomas, get 

those guns around. I want five of them aimed at that nearest abomination.” Jacob pointed at the 

nearest sausage which was no more than two hundred yards away and had around fifty men 

working on it to earn their five stivers. 
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“But Sir!” Thomas protested, “Sir Vere has ordered us to conserve our shot.” 

Jacob looked at him nonplussed. “So they rake our lines with their cannon and we just let 

‘em. Why don’t we send ‘em an invite to come marching in?” 

Thomas looked unhappy. 

“I'll take full responsibility,” Jacob told him. 

Thomas brightened at that and leant himself to the task. Soon they had the five cannon 

aimed at the sausage. 

“And the rest of you,” Jacob told his men, “have some fun with your muskets.” He knew 

that the sausage was outside the useful range of the musket – the muskets only being close to 

accurate over fifty yards – but at that moment it did not matter if they let off a hundred shots 

without hitting a man, at least they would be replying to the Spanish guns. 

 

At that moment Sir Francis Vere was sitting at his war table. It was a fine table made of 

oak but at that moment it was covered in dust shaken from the walls and ceiling by the constant 

rumble of the Spanish barrage. 

“It is damn frustrating Fleeting, is it not?” he addressed the man seated at his elbow who 

was writing with a quill. “They blast at us and we must hold fire.” 

“With respect Sir,” the blonde Captain Fairfax was at the window and had overheard, “we 

are not overly short of powder and cannonball.” He was as frustrated as his General - it was not 

good for the men's morale to sit and do nothing. 

“But we might be, Fairfax. We might be. If our next shipment is late and the Spanish attack 

in force where will we be then? You know as well as I what our spies have told us. There will be 

a Spanish attack before Christmas.” 

“The Spanish are always attacking, Sir,” Fairfax was dismissive of the Spanish. 

“Not like this, Fairfax - a full frontal all-out attack by all accounts. And if we don't get 

reinforcements, we will not be able to withstand it! I am this close,” he showed a tiny gap 

between fingers and thumb, “to abandoning our outer defences.” 

“But that would mean certain defeat, Sir,” Fairfax was not happy with that thought. 

“It would mean our surrender. But what else would you have me do, Fairfax? Better live to 

fight another day than to lose our heads here! What is that infernal racket?” 

A loud cannonade had interrupted him followed by a volley of musket shots. 
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“Is that our men? I expressly forbade it.” He hurried over to the window which offered a 

fine view of the fortified surroundings. To date, this high vantage point was still out of range of 

the Spanish cannon but was not expected to be so for long. 

A plume of smoke was hanging over Sand Hill and a moment later there came another 

cannonade and the plume of smoke grew in size. 

“But what in blazes are they firing at?” Sir Francis snapped. 

“The Spanish Sir!” Fairfax told him. “I think they are firing at the Spanish.” 

Suddenly, encouraged by the fusillade from Sand Hill, the whole Dutch western defensive 

line joined in with cannonades from Hell’s Mouth and the Porcupine. 

“Isn’t that where I just sent Heemskerck?” Sir Francis peered at the offending Sand Hill. 

“I believe that it is, Sir,” Fairfax agreed. “Shall I stop them, Sir?” 

The General looked at the battered defences that, for the moment, had succeeded in 

drowning out the Spanish guns with the sound of their defiance. 

“No!” he said presently. “Leave them. Let them have their sport. I just hope to God that we 

get reinforcements soon.”  

Fairfax nodded in agreement. 

“But,” Vere turned away from the spectacle, “order Heemskerck to stay on Sand Hill. I'll 

not tolerate the Dutch disobedience.”  

 

At that very moment another General was also watching the Dutch guns but from behind 

the Spanish lines. 

“The Dutch still have some fight,” Albert, Archduke of Austria noted to the young woman 

at his side who happened to be her Royal Highness the Infanta, his wife. 

“With English help,” Isabella reminded him 

“Yes, they like their Calvinist friends.” 

“Remember, you promised me that we would have the town by Christmas,” Isabella 

pouted. Her uncle, Charles II, had granted her sovereignty over Flanders and she meant to have 

all of it. Such was her determination that she let off the forty-pounder by her own hand every 

morning. It was also rather exciting to hear the cannon’s deafening roar. She could only imagine 

how many torn limbs she had suffered on the town. 

“And we will my young impatient one,” the Duke reassured her. “But I am already reckless 
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with men's lives, I must be careful not to lose the whole lot.” 

“They get paid well enough for the risk,” Isabella was not impressed. 

“Alas the poor sausage-makers rarely live long enough to collect their five stivers,” Albert 

sighed. 

“A fact you took into account when you offered them the princely sum,” Isabella looked at 

him sharply. 

“True,” Albert grinned slyly. “But a major assault is a very different matter. We must 

proceed with good governance and not act rashly.” 

“We have been standing here looking at that town for months already – I don't consider 

that rash,” Isabella snapped at him.  

A fleeting look of annoyance crossed the Archdukes face but then he was smiling again. “I 

will probe the strength of their lines tonight my sweet and if I find favourably we will attack in 

force and have the town by the end of the week.”  

Isabella grunted, “Then I can get out of this cold muddy place. You have no idea how many 

parties I am missing to be by your side, besieging this town.” 

“And it is much appreciated,” her husband told her – his face giving nothing away.  

 

Back on Sand Hill, Jacob was smiling. The sausage that had been the focus of their 

attention had been smashed by their cannon balls. The men that had been building it had either 

fled or had died where they stood, their blood filtering through the stones. All along the line 

other guns had opened up and were smashing the wickerwork of the Spanish. 

“We've given the sausage a proper meat filling now, Sir,” Thomas looked on satisfied by 

the gun’s work. 

“For now,” Jacob told him. “But they'll be back.” He knew that the lure of money would 

soon provide fresh cannon fodder.  

At his side Willemsz was resting his musket on the crumbled parapet and aiming at two 

unfortunate Spaniards who, in running from the Dutch bombardment had found themselves 

wading waist deep in mud. Willemsz's musket fired and a moment later one of the Spaniards 

spun round and fell sideways into the mud. 

“Well done, Will!” Jacob squinted at the Spaniard who got back to his feet covered in mud 

and clutching a bloody shoulder. “That must be more than two hundred and fifty yards.” 
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“Yes, Sir!” Willemsz did not look so happy. “Only trouble is – I was aiming at his friend.”  

Jacob was still laughing as Wim came running up. The boy had dusted off most of the flour 

but a trace of it still stuck to the sweat on his brow. 

“Don't you ever walk?” Jacob teased the lad as he stood gasping for breath. “I know that 

you are a runner but that was not meant to be taken literally.”  

“Sir?”  

.“Every time I see you, lad, you are running,” Jacob told him 

“But I have an urgent message, Sir.”  

“Best give me your urgent message then,” Jacob winked at Willemsz.  

Wim straightened his back to deliver the message, “Sir Francis requests that you and your 

men should remain at this position.”  

The smile faded from Jacob's face. “Stay here? On this glorified sand dune? For how 

long?” 

The boy shrugged and, having delivered his message, turned tail and began running back 

the way he had come. 

“For how long?” Jacob shouted hopelessly after him.  

Willemsz rubbed his untidy beard, “There goes my shave.” 

 

Jacob and his men spent the rest of the day on Sand Hill repairing breaches in the wall 

made by the Spanish guns that spat at them with renewed ferocity. The Dutch could not hope to 

match them. After their brief show of bravado they had fallen mostly silent and the sausage 

makers had returned to their task.  

As Jacob and Willemsz collected spent cannon balls to fill a small hole in the wall, Jacob 

moaned to Willemsz, “That bastard General means to see me dead.” 

Willemsz sweating after his exertions with the dense iron balls, mopped his brow with a 

sleeve, “I'm sure we won’t let that happen, Sir.”  

Jacob grunted. “With all this noise we can be sure that they are up to something. Best 

double the watch tonight, Will. We don't want any of the bastards creeping up on us.” 

The Spanish bombardment continued into the night. It made a pretty sight, the flashes of 

flame and billows of smoke glowing orange and reflected in a low layer of cloud. 

Jacob and his men gathered around a small fire that could not keep them warm. If there 
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was a fight it though, it would provide a flame for their muskets, to light their tapers that would 

fire the gunpowder in the pan to discharge the small ball of shot. Close at hand they also had 

their pike staffs and halberds, weapons like an axe on a long handle with a spike at the end. 

Most of the men were trying to sleep. They were used to the sound of cannon by now and 

were no more disturbed by it than by the dawn chorus in more peaceful times. If they did not 

sleep well, it was because of the chill that that seeped through the coarse cloth of their blankets. 

Jacob was dozing badly in the cold night air when he was abruptly awake. The Spanish 

guns had fallen silent. Others were awake, the grunting and snoring had stopped as they all lay 

for a moment considering the quiet. 

Jacob rolled from his blankets. “Right you lot,” he whispered. “Light your wicks then 

douse the fire!” 

He was just touching his own musket wick to an ember when Willemsz and young Ade 

returned from watch, padding up to the group by the fire. 

“We heard movement by the wall, Sir,” Willemsz spoke quietly. “But it is too dark to see.” 

“Right! Get this bloody fire out,” Jacob told them urgently. “And form a line around me. 

No one shoots until I give the word.” 

The fire hissed steam as someone doused it with a bucketful of water and all around Jacob 

the shadowy shapes of his men took up positions facing into the dark. They all had muskets in 

their hands and pike staffs at their feet. 

Nervously they waited, listening. Jacob fancied he could hear something moving though he 

could see nothing. A rock clattered and he tensed. The next moment there was a huge bang and a 

flash of fire as the night lit up with orange smoke. From the midst of the smoke silhouetted 

against the fire ran a horde of screaming men. 

“Steady! Jacob reminded his men as the horde sprinted towards their thin defensive line. 

He waited until the Spanish were within fifty strides then pulled the trigger of his musket. 

The musket flashed in the pan and in the barrel then kicked back. The silhouette of the man he 

had aimed at pitched forward with a scream that could be heard above the cries of the crowd. 

Other muskets fired and more men fell so that the first wave of running men was broken. Some 

of the fallen were shot but many more had simply stumbled over their shot comrades. 

“Pikes!” Jacob roared, lifting his long pole with a spear point at the end. Without looking 

to check that they were with him he rushed forward to the stalled line of the Spanish attack. The 
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Spanish were trying to pick themselves up off the ground with more men bundling into their 

backs as the Dutch line of spears thrust into them. Men shrieked as they were pierced in belly, 

chest, shoulder and thigh. Many, even those who were fatally wounded but did not know it yet, 

turned to run and ran straight into their advancing comrades. In the confusion of the darkness 

they were hacked down – mistaken for Dutch. 

Taking advantage of the confusion, Jacob and his men pressed on keeping the Spanish at 

bay with their pike staffs. 

The Spanish with flames at their backs were blind to the foe that pricked them, but the 

Dutch could see them well enough. At that point on Sand Hill it was a minor massacre which 

quickly turned into a rout as the Spanish turned and fled from the enemy they could not see. 

Elsewhere on the defensive line it was not going so well. On either side of Sand Hill the 

Spanish poured through the breeches in the wall and swept along the Hell's Mouth and 

Porcupine. The small knot of defenders on Sand Hill were suddenly pressed from both sides. 

In the dark and confusion it was hard to tell friend from foe. Shadows crying out in 

Spanish and Dutch fell on each other. Neither could tell the English apart so the English were 

beset by friend and foe alike. In the midst of this melee, Jacob kept his men close. 

 “To me! To me!” he called over and over, gathering his men. 

They had discarded their pike staffs which were no good for fighting at close quarters and 

were now fighting hand-to-hand with their halberds. 

The Spanish had set fire to the wooden palisade that topped the outer wall and the flames 

began leaping high into the air. By their light, Jacob caught glimpses of the fight – a Spaniard 

thrusting at him with a sword, missing and being cut down from behind by Willemsz whose face 

was grotesquely frenzied – Thomas was a short distance away defending his cannon with a small 

group of Dutchmen.  

All around Jacob men clashed. Steel blades rang, men shouted and screamed. All he could 

think of was to keep his men together- a small island of discipline in a seething sea of Spanish 

helmets. He knew that it was desperate. If the Spanish gained the outer defences, Ostend would 

be lost. What then? Surrender ? Massacre? Their backs were to the wall – they had to fight for 

their lives. The Spanish on the other hand were fighting for pay and no pay was enough when 

faced with a determined Dutchman. 

If the Spanish had thrown more men at the assault – if they had been more determined, 
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Ostend might have fallen there and then, the besieged left to fight their way out or slink into the 

dark swamp. As it was there was not enough weight of men to withstand the pouring of Dutch 

and English from the town who rushed suddenly to the aid of the outer defences. Sheer bloody 

determination drove the Spanish back and turned them out. 

The Spanish lost courage in that dark alien place and leapt back through the fires of their 

own making – at first only one or two, then a handful but soon a stampede. 

One minute, Jacob and his men were fighting for their lives in the thick of the Spanish and 

in the next they were left high and dry as the battle rolled past them and pushed the Spanish 

away. 

Jacob's men who had been fuelled by adrenaline were suddenly exhausted and sank to the 

ground. They had all collected new wounds, cuts and gashes. Smit, an older man with wild hair 

had lost an ear – the stump bleeding profusely. He kept dabbing at it, swearing, shocked at how 

close the blade had shaved his head taking the ear and a side of hair with it. 

Jacob looked at his men by the glow of their burning defences, “Get them up Will! We've 

got a fire to put out!” 

Groaning, they got to their feet and still dripping blood, began the weary task of ferrying 

bucket after bucket of water to the many blazes that stubbornly refused to be doused. 

 

From his Spanish vantage point the Archduke looked at the flames. The Dutch defences 

had been momentarily overrun by his small force. Only the stubborn resistance of a handful of 

men and the prompt action of those in the town who had abandoned the defence of its core had 

saved them. The town was ripe for the taking. Isabella would be pleased.  

Sir Francis Vere drew the same conclusion as he watched his outer line burn. He knew that 

they could not hope to hold out against a major assault. He had to buy more time and he had a 

cunning plan. 

 

A cold grey light dawned to reveal the aftermath of the battle. Much blood had been spilled 

on Sand Hill – the place was soaked in it but they would be surprised that it came from so few 

dead; a heap of Spanish bodies, a smaller pile of Dutch and English. Most of the blood had come 

from the many wounded who had suffered the slashing in the dark but escaped the fatal blow that 

would have surely come by day.  
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Only a handful of fires still burned and the occasional Spanish gun still popped at them. 

Jacob and his men were dog tired, wounds forgotten and only sleep on their minds.  

As his small band of men settled down to rest, Jacob looked over to the Spanish positions. 

Close at hand the relentless sausage makers were hard at work for their five stivers. Further 

away, among the Spanish fortifications, he caught the glint of armour reflecting the dawn's 

easterly light. He knew that fresh armour would be guarding the Spanish line – those who had 

attacked them would have been patched up and sent back to their barracks. The Dutch were too 

few to indulge in such luxuries-and defended their line with tired men in tarnished armour. 

“I could kill for a mouthful of ale,” Jacob told Willemsz. 

Willemsz grinned and taking a small flask from his jacket, handed it to Jacob. “For 

medicinal purposes, you understand.” 

“You're a life saver Will.” Jacob tipped the small flask to his lips and swallowed a trickle of 

liquid that heated his throat. As he did so, out of the corner of his eye he caught an unwelcome 

sight. Wiping his mouth on his sleeve, he handed the flask back to Willemsz. “Here's a little 

bugger I could kill soon enough.”  

Willemsz followed his gaze. “He's only a lad, Sir.” 

“Perhaps! But he always brings me trouble,” Jacob told him as he turned, hands on hips to 

watch Wim run up to them. 

As usual Wim was panting. 

“Let me have it then!” Jacob snarled. 

“Sir?”  

“Your unwelcome tiding, let me have it!” Jacob braced himself for more unpleasant news. 

Wim straightened up to deliver the message. “Sir Vere requires your presence immediately, 

Sir.”  

Jacob sighed, too tired for profanity. 

“I think the General is taking a fancy to you, Sir!” Willemsz told him with a straight face.  

Jacob scowled at him then caught sight of Smit trying to cauterize his stump of an ear with 

the red-hot blade of a dagger. 

“While I'm gone you can take him to the surgeon. He's bleeding all over my fire. The 

bugger'll put it out in a minute. Well, come on!” he tapped Wim’s backside with the butt of his 

musket. “Let's go see your General.” 



23 

 

 

Jacob found Vere in his war room. He had Captain Fairfax and auditor Fleeting with him. 

Vere and Fairfax were looking out of the window over Sand Hill towards the Spanish. Auditor 

Fleeting was seated at the table with a nib and ink to hand. He was older than most with grey hair 

but his eyes remained sharp 

“Ah! Captain Heemskerck, good of you to come so promptly,” Sir Vere welcomed Jacob. 

“I heard that you had a bit of a ruck with the Spanish last night!” 

“You could call it that,” Jacob grinned despite himself. 

“You held the line, Sir,” Auditor Fleeting momentarily stopped scribbling to peer up at 

Jacob. 

“Yes! Damn good show,” Vere exclaimed with enthusiasm. 

Jacob shifted, uneasy under the Englishman's praise. 

“They could have just as easily overrun us, Sir,”' he told Vere. “Any sign of the six hundred 

men I requested?” 

Fairfax snorted, “Do you really think that your Prince is going to send six hundred men just 

so he can have the pleasure of your company?” 

Jacob stared at Fairfax. “I guess it depends on how eager he is to speak with me.” 

Sir Vere laughed, “I like your spunk Heemskerck. By God, we could have done with those 

men last night. I fear the Spanish have us by the throat and they know it. My sources tell me that 

Isabella is pushing for the final assault. If they do decide to throw everything at us, we cannot 

hope to defend against it.” 

Jacob could not disagree – his own men were exhausted, cut and bruised. The Spanish on 

the other hand had fresh reserves to spare. 

“No!” The general turned to look out of the window. “We cannot stand against them in our 

present state. I have to tell you, Captain Heemskerck that earlier this morning I sent a letter to the 

Archduke to seek terms.” 

Jacob was shocked. “Terms for surrender?” He could barely utter the words. Any respect 

he had for the General had suddenly evaporated. 

“We have no choice,” Fairfax told him. 

Jacob ignored Fairfax and took a few paces around the table towards the General. His fists 

were clenched. “By whose authority do you order surrender? Does Prince Maurice know of 
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this?”  

The General turned to him, his cheeks flushed with anger. “I command this place, Captain. 

You would do well to remember that. As for Prince Maurice, if he cared enough about this place 

he would have sent your reinforcements.” 

Jacob, who had been glaring at the man, dropped his eyes. Vere was right, and Jacob knew 

it. 

“I have the responsibility for hundreds of men in this God forsaken place – English and 

Dutch. I do not wish to throw their lives away needlessly and neither should you. As I said I have 

sent a messenger to ask for terms.”  

“I still do not like it,” Jacob shook his head. He would not find it easy to be at the mercy of 

the Spanish. 

“I didn't ask you to like it, Captain,” Vere told him. “I expect you to follow my orders.” 

“And what are those orders, Sir?” Jacob could not manage to keep sarcasm out of his 

voice. 

“Do you speak Spanish, Captain?” It was Auditor Fleeting who asked him. 

“Spanish!” Jacob was perplexed. He couldn't see what that had to do with anything. 

“Do you speak Spanish?” Fleeting repeated. “It is a simple enough question.”  

“I can get by in it,” Jacob said. “It is hard not to when half of my country has been taken by 

them,” he added bitterly. 

“Well, from now on you will forget it,” Fleeting told him. 

“Forget it?” Jacob did not understand. 

“Forget your Spanish,” the General repeated. “I order it Heemskerck.” 

“Then I have forgotten it already,” Jacob decide to play along with them; they had clearly 

gone mad through the contemplation of surrender. 

“Excellent!” Vere seemed pleased. “The Spanish are sending an envoy of two of their most 

trusted men to discuss terms. I want you to meet them at Hell's Mouth and give them a most 

thorough tour of our small town. It is my understanding that the envoy does not speak Dutch but 

we cannot be responsible for that failing. I suggest therefore that the tour should be conducted in 

Dutch.” 

“As you wish,” Jacob was getting a whiff of intrigue. 

“Remember Captain, I want your tour to be thorough. I do not want to see the Spanish 
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before sundown.”  

Jacob nodded. He knew one man who had the gift of the gab and could probably keep the 

Spanish occupied for a whole week if needed. 

“Captain Fairfax will accompany you to Hell's Mouth. He is to be exchanged as a hostage 

for the safe passage of the envoy.” Vere frowned and turned to Fairfax. “But, Captain Fairfax, I 

believe that we need one other for a fair exchange.”  

Jacob saw a chance for mischief. “If I may, Sir,” he intervened. “I believe that Captain 

Ogle would make an excellent hostage.” 

The General looked at Jacob with some amusement. “Captain Ogle it is then. You'd better 

inform the poor chap, Fairfax.” 

 

It was already past midday as Jacob and his small band of men accompanied Captain 

Fairfax and a rather unhappy Captain Ogle to Hell's Mouth. 

“I can't imagine why Sir Vere has asked me to hostage myself,” Ogle complained. “I have 

good connections in London.” 

“It is because of those connections that you make a good hostage,” Fairfax told him but 

couldn’t help an amused glance towards Jacob.  

“But to put ourselves willingly in the hands of the Spanish.” Ogle was clearly nervous 

about the whole thing. 

“Aye!” Jacob couldn't help himself' They know a thing or two about torture, those  

bastards.” 

“Oh God!” Ogles eyes widened. “The inquisitors! You don't think they have some of those 

do you?” 

“Men in pointy hats?” Willemsz joined in. I'm sure I saw some of those fellows earlier.” 

“Oh God! Fairfax!” Ogle clutched the man's arm. 

Fairfax lost his patience. “For God's sake Ogle, compose yourself. I'm sure we will be 

fairly treated,” he snapped and strode ahead. 

“But if something should go wrong?” Ogle scurried after him leaving a grinning Jacob and 

Willemsz to follow on behind. 

For once at the front line, the Spanish cannon were silent. It was low tide and the old 

estuary was momentarily drained of sea leaving bare mud and bog. The Spanish delegation was 
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already threading their way through the soft mud with flags flying and helmets glinting.  

“They make a pretty sight don't they Sir?” Willemsz eyed them contemptuously. 

Jacob merely grunted. He itched to spoil their dignity with his musket that would send 

them sprawling into the mud. 

The whole Dutch line watched the Spanish approach. They knew their commander had 

surrendered the town and that their fate now lay in the hands of these Spanish who came dressed 

in all their military finery.  

Whilst on the Dutch side, the mood was all dark and sombre, in the Spanish lines there was 

jubilation. News had spread quickly and while the Duke paraded in his ceremonial armour on a 

dappled grey mare accompanied by Isabella and an entourage of waiting ladies, the whole of 

Flanders came in their thousands to see. And if the surrender were not enough excuse for 

festivities, it was also December, the twenty-fourth, Christmas Eve. Soon enough there were 

jugglers, acrobats, dancing bears and skating on the frozen ponds. There was drinking, laughter 

and partying. 

The sounds of merriment carried across the muddy bay to the ears of the Dutch and 

English and it galled Jacob to hear it. 

“I pray that Vere has something up his sleeve,” he muttered to Willemsz. 

“He's a wily old English fox, Sir,” Willemsz assured him as the Spanish delegation reached 

the Dutch defences. The beseiged had cleared a narrow passage for the Spanish who came 

marching through the Hell's Mouth. The splendour of the Spanish with their helmet plumes, 

freshly starched ruffs and polished armour contrasted with the uniforms of Jacob and Willemsz 

that were stained with sweat and blood.  

At least Fairfax and Ogle made a presentable reception and the Spanish stopped in front of 

them.  

The most splendidly plumed Spaniard spoke in Spanish, “Quartermaster-general Don 

Matteo Antonio and,” he indicated his equally splendid companion, “Matteo Serrano, Governor 

of Sheys. At your service.” He bowed his head just sufficient to be polite. 

“Captains Fairfax and Ogle,” Fairfax introduced himself in Don Antonio's native tongue. 

“We will be your hostages for the duration of the negotiations. General Vere is in his quarters 

awaiting your arrival and Captain Heemskerck here will escort you to him.” 

On hearing his name, Jacob stepped forward and bowed his head ever so slightly. He did 
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not like the Spanish. 

In return Don Antonio and Matteo Serrano looked at him somewhat aghast. With his battle-

worn uniform Jacob appeared more like one of the common soldiers that they sent out to dig the 

sausages than a Captain fit to receive their esteemed delegation. 

“You will be perfectly safe with Captain Heemskerck,” Captain Fairfax assured them. “He 

will not bite.” He kept a straight face but his eyes sparkled with amusement – he was enjoying 

the Spaniards discomfort. 

“I might not bite,” Jacob told him in Dutch while grinning inanely at the Spanish. “But I'd 

love to slit their throats, as would every other man in this place.” 

“You must curb the men’s enthusiasm for blood, Captain! Vere expects them to arrive in 

one piece and please remember that we will be their hostages.” 

“Can't we just send him?” Jacob stuck a thumb towards Captain Ogle. “I wouldn't mind 

losing him.” Ogle had turned a strange shade of light green and developed a nervous twitch of 

the eye. 

Fairfax grunted with amusement but turned back to the Spanish. “I bid you both good day,” 

he bowed stiffly. 

Glancing back longingly to the safety of their own lines, the two Spanish fell in beside the 

unkempt Jacob and Willemsz while Captain Fairfax and Ogle departed with the splendid Spanish 

fanfare back across the mud. 

Jacob led the Spaniards along Hell's Mouth towards Sand Hill. All around were scattered 

the exhausted Dutch and English defenders. Many were sleeping blissfully for once in the 

knowledge that a cannonball would not take them in their slumber. Others, too tired to sleep, 

cooked around small fires or played cards. When these men saw the Spanish they scowled and 

spat on the ground as the Spanish passed. Among all of this debris of war – the blood, the spent 

cannon balls and broken masonry that littered the ground, the Spanish cut an almost comical 

scene with their bobbing helmet plumes. 

As they walked, Jacob nudged Willemsz sharply in the ribs. “Go on then!” he hissed in a 

low voice. 

“Ah! Right you are, Sir. The grande tour is it?” Willemsz turned to address the Spanish in 

Dutch. “I know that you Spanish bastards don't have a clue what I'm talking about but you can 

appreciate the sentiment.” 
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“What is the Dutch oaf saying?” Don Antonio stared at Willemsz. 

“I have no idea, Don Antonio,” Matteo Serrano shrugged. 

“Over here to the west,” Willemsz continued waving his arm over the pallisade of Sand 

Hill. “We have the Spanish position. The Spanish who should know better. Who should go home 

and leave us be. And down in the bay we have the sausage-makers,” he pointed at the muddy 

marsh. 

The Spanish looked at him as if he were a mad man as they followed Jacob and wound 

their way along the crest of Sand Hill, the Porcupine and then along the inner defences. All the 

time, Willemsz barely paused for breath. 

“And here we have the sea with all its little fishes not to mention the occasional Spanish 

Amada that pokes its backside out of port from time to time only to have it whipped by the 

English.” 

At first the Spanish tolerated Willemsz inane ramblings. As Don Antonio exclaimed to 

Serrano, “They are giving us a tour!” 

“But we don't understand a single word of it,” Serrano complained. 

“No doubt the fellow has been ordered to do it and is in fear of a lashing if he does not,” 

Don Antonio surmised. 

“But we have no time for this rubbish. We have negotiations to complete.” Serrano was not 

happy. 

“I am sure they will take us to Vere soon enough,” Don Antonio said. “We don't want to 

jeopardise the negotiations by insulting their hospitality. 

“If you call this hospitality!” Serrano scoffed. His feet were already rubbed to blisters in 

his shiny but tight new boots and his armour had accumulated a fine layer of sand blown in from 

the sea. 

Jacob overheard all this and smiled to himself. The tour had only just begun. 

An hour later they had reached the east side of the small town. Serrano had developed a 

limp as had his once fine helmet plume. Their boots and armour were now spattered with mud. 

“This is the Gullet,” Willemsz pointed to the harbour, “where we bring in supplies right 

under the noses of your Spanish guns.”  

At that moment the tide was low; on the turn and the Gullet was more like a large shallow 

lake. All along the Dutch side of the Gullet which, Willemsz informed an increasingly impatient 
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Serrano, they called the Spanish Half-moon, the defenders had arranged a battery of guns. 

By the time they left the Gullet and the Spanish Half-moon, the weak winter's sun had sunk 

low to the horizon but if Don Antonio and Serrano thought their tour was coming to an end they 

were sorely mistaken. Willemsz led them down every rat-infested, dog-fouled alley and track in 

the town. 

“Why would Vere think that we wanted a tour of this stinking cess-pit of a town,” Serrano 

was angry and frustrated. 

Don Antonio sighed, “I have no idea.” He was pondering the Archdukes reaction when the 

Archduke was told that negotiations for surrender had not begun until after dusk of that first day. 

“A pox on that man!” Serrano glared at Willemsz who was rattling merrily on. “And on 

Vere.”  

By the time they had covered every nook and cranny of the small town, it was almost too 

dark to avoid putting a fine boot into a fine mess on the path. Serrano's frustration had long since 

been bored to resignation. They were now filthy to the knees and dog-tired, having lugged the 

weight of their armour back and forth across the town. They followed Willemsz in silence, 

plumes sagging, ruffs chaffing 

Willemsz himself was also tiring. His voice had long since become hoarse. 

With the growing darkness, Jacob considered that his job had been done. The Spaniards 

would be delivered to Vere tired and dispirited. If it had been Veres intention to dull their 

brightness then they had certainly accomplished that. At that moment the older Spaniard Don 

Antonio looked as if he would rather collapse into bed than open negotiations with Vere. 

“So!” Jacob turned to them. “You liked our little town – yes?” 

They looked at him blankly. 

“It's now time to go and see General Vere,” he told them. 

At the mention of the Generals name the Spaniards suddenly perked up. 

“General Vere, Si! Si!” Don Antonio repeated eagerly.  

Jacob smiled. “Follow me gentlemen.” He led them onto a broad street that led to General 

Vere's headquarters at the southernmost outpost of the fort. 

They had only covered a few yards when Jacob stopped abruptly. Something was wrong. 

He could hear men shouting and a red glow lit the town from the direction of Vere's 

headquarters. With a worried glance at Willemsz he hurried forward, the two Spaniards 
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stumbling behind. He did not need to hear the cries of, “Fire! Fire!” to understand the problem – 

flames could now be seen leaping greedily into the sky as Vere's headquarters burned. 

 The street was suddenly filled with confusion as men ran back and forth; men with empty 

buckets colliding into men with full buckets and spilling their contents. From amongst this 

mayhem, Vere appeared, ruddy by the firelight. He was barking orders, trying to impose order on 

the chaos. Suddenly he caught sight of Jacob and stormed right up to Don Antonio. 

“You did this!” he roared into the Spaniards face. “A dirty Spanish trick! You are not an 

honourable man, Sir!” 

Don Antonio was too shocked to respond. He looked just as confused as the rest of them 

and Jacob doubted that the Spaniard had a hand in any of it. 

“Get them out of my sight, Heemskerck!” Vere barked. “Send them back to their lines.” 

Serrano recovered first, “I must protest!” he began to step angrily towards Vere who had 

already turned away to confront the fire. 

“Leave it!” Jacob remembered to speak Dutch and stepped in front of Serrano. Serrano did 

not understand the words but understood the intention. He and Don Antonio had no choice but to 

follow Jacob and Willemsz back up the street into the town. Their ordeal was not quickly ended 

either. By the time they reached Sand Hill and Hell's Mouth, the tide had come in and the bay 

could not be crossed. Instead they had to track back around the town to the Gullet. 

By this time Don Antonio, in particular, was looking drawn and pale. 

As they waited for a small boat to ferry them across the harbour back to the Spanish 

positions, Jacob ordered two tankards of ale for the Spaniards. “Dutch hospitality!” he told them 

as they gulped it down gratefully. 

As they disappeared across the swirling waters of the Gullet with their pale faces and dull 

armour, Jacob almost felt sorry for them. 

 

The next morning Jacob was summoned back to Sir Vere's headquarters where he found 

Auditor Fleeting waiting for him. Contrary to his expectations the headquarters building was not 

a smoking pile of ash but the same could not be said of one of the nearby barrack houses. 

“Ah! Captain Heemskerck. I trust the Spanish enjoyed your tour?” Fleeting barely looked 

up from the document he was scratching at with an inky nib. 

“If they did, I wasn’t doing my job!” Jacob wondered if the auditor had been born with a 
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quill in his hand. 

“Excellent, Excellent,” Fleeting continued to write. “It appears that we may have been 

somewhat hasty in blaming the Spanish for our little fire.” He looked up briefly to gauge Jacob's 

reaction.  

Jacob merely nodded. He never had blamed the Spanish. 

“It seems that one of our own men was a little careless with a candle. We have, of course, 

apologised to the Spanish for this misunderstanding. We have invited them to resume 

negotiations and they have accepted.” 

“And you want me to escort them here?” Jacob asked. 

“If you would be so kind, Captain.” 

“With or without the tour?” Jacob asked.  

A faint smile twitched at the corners of Fleeting’s mouth. “Without, I think today Captain. 

It appears that yesterday your tour rather exhausted them and they have been hard to rouse out of 

bed. Consequently, they will meet you at Hell's Mouth at midday.” 

So once again Jacob found himself with Willemsz watching the progress of Don Antonio 

and Serrano's escort across the marshy bay. 

Despite himself, Jacob was impressed. The flags fluttered no less crisply, the armour was 

no less burnished and their boots no less polished. If it had not been for the look of absolute 

horror on the Spaniard's faces upon seeing Willemsz again, yesterday might not have happened. 

Don Antonio bowed stiffly to Jacob and said hopefully in broken Dutch in a thick accent, 

“No tour today!” 

Jacob grinned at the man. “No tour!” he agreed.  

“I think that we can all thank God for that.” Willemsz was still a little hoarse and had 

woken with a pounding headache due to the firkin of ale that he had swallowed to soothe his 

throat. 

As they wound their way to Vere's headquarters, they passed once again along Sand Hill 

and Jacob noticed that while he had been busy with the Spaniards the previous day, the men of 

the fort had not been idle. Vere had used the truce to strengthen the fortifications that had been 

worn to rubble by the Spanish cannon. The men too looked rested. A night with no more 

disturbance than the hoot of an owl had worked wonders. Many had even washed and shaved 

and had their uniforms laundered. Indeed, the fort did not look like one about to surrender. Jacob 
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stole a look at his charges but they seemed oblivious to the change about them. To the Spanish it 

was still a ragged broken-down fort manned by a rag-tag of English scum and too few Dutch. 

At the headquarters they were met not by Vere but by auditor Fleeting who directed the 

Spanish and Jacob to await Sir Francis in the large dining room.  

“Sir Francis sends his apologies. He is attending to some urgent business but will be with 

you shortly,” he told them. 

Just before Willemsz disappeared, Jacob took him to one side and spoke to him discretely, 

“I don't know what Vere is up to but keep alert and don't let our lads near any ale.” 

The Spanish had been shown to the large ornate dining room and when Jacob joined them 

he was surprised to see the table set for dinner and groaning under the weight of wine and food. 

He had not yet broke his fast that day and his stomach rumbled at the sight of a large roast swan 

that formed the centrepiece. 

Antonio and Serrano were both looking at the food; they were hungry too. 

Despite their primeval animal instinct to rip into the swan there and then and devour it 

along with copious quantities of wine, the three men were compelled to observe the correct 

protocol and wait for their tardy host. They each pulled out a chair and sat to wait. Jacob, at least, 

though hungry was comfortable enough but the Spanish were forced to sit in full formal armour 

and helmets, unable to remove them in case Sir Francis caught them inappropriately attired. 

The minutes dragged on in silence. Jacob watched a bead of sweat roll from under Don 

Antonio's helmet and run down his cheek. The wine and food was a constant draw for their 

hungry eyes. 

Eventually the waiting got to Serrano. “Where is Vere?” he snorted. “We are being taken 

for buffoons.” 

Don Antonio raised a hand to quieten him and glanced at Jacob. 

“Don't worry! He can't understand us,” Serrano glowered at Jacob. “I say we give up on 

this truce and drive them all into the sea as her Highness had intended on the very day that Vere 

begged for surrender.” 

“There would be much loss of life in such an assault,” the older man pointed out. 

“But at least it would be over,” Serrano said impatiently. “Every moment that this thorn 

remains in our side it dishonours Spain. If these Dutch upstarts are allowed to occupy the 

sovereign soil of Spain, where will it end? With the British camped in Madrid?” 
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“It will be over soon enough,” Don Antonio placated him. “If we have to wait just one 

more hour to receive Sir Vere's surrender, it will be an hour well invested.” 

Serrano snorted but did not respond.  

As it turned out, Don Antonio was proved correct in his estimate. Another full hour did 

pass before Sir Francis Vere suddenly threw open the door and strode in, startling Don Antonio 

from a snooze. The Spaniards both leapt to their feet to greet Vere who was accompanied by an 

entourage of senior soldiers, political beasts and voyeurs. 

“Don Antonio, Governor Serrano, please accept my apologies-both for being late and for 

my reckless accusations of the other day.” Sir Vere was all smiles as he greeted them in English. 

“I trust that our Captain Heemskerck has taken good care of you?”  

Serrano merely glared at Jacob whom he seemed to blame for all the ills of the last few 

days. 

“But you have no goblets in your hands!” Vere exclaimed. “Have you not even been 

watered? Heads will roll for such a lack of hospitality.”  

As if by magic servants suddenly appeared. Goblets were pressed into hands and the wine 

began to flow. It was a good wine too and it slid easily over their parched throats and into their 

empty stomachs. It was not altogether a good recipe for sobriety. 

“A toast!” Sir Francis raised his second goblet. “A toast to the truce that has spared many 

lives today.”  

They all raised their goblets thankful at least that today they were drinking fine wine 

instead of dodging cannon balls.  

The room was quite full now, Jacob realised. A steady procession of minor gentry, generals 

and captains had been summoned to pay their respects to the Spanish delegation.  

With the third refill of their goblets they were at last invited to eat at the table. With Sir 

Francis, Don Antonio and Serrano at the head of the table, Jacob found himself next to a large 

red-haired Germanic fellow who had come to the fort to observe at first hand modern siege 

warfare. 

“It is an excellent theatre for learning,” the man told Jacob enthusiastically. “A heavily 

fortified town facing a hundred cannon or more - so much to learn.” 

“You'd learn a lot faster if you stood shoulder to shoulder with me in battle,” Jacob told 

him. He was suspicious of these voyeurs who came to the town in their hundreds. He wondered 
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how many of them came solely for the excitement of seeing blood spilled.  

The man laughed, “I would have been honoured to accept your invitation. But is your 

General not negotiating the town's surrender?” 

Jacob looked up the table to Vere and the Spaniards. All three were smiling, drinking and 

dining. 

“I do not know what Sir Francis is doing,” Jacob told his dinner companion.  

The man laughed again. “These negotiations can be tiresome. When the cannons fall silent 

it is time for me to leave. I am booked out on the morning tide.” 

Jacob took a swallow of claret which served to dispel the urge to punch the fellow who 

seemed to think that the war was a jolly game that he could dip in and out of at will. It certainly 

was no game to the thousands of men; Dutch, English and Spanish who had soaked this small 

corner of Europe in their blood. 

At the head of the table, Sir Francis Vere and Don Antonio were being out-drunk by 

Serrano who was downing the claret with remarkable speed. He was drinking so fast that he had 

been given his own personal server who poised at his elbow ready with the claret. Although Don 

Antonio was not neglecting his goblet he was not so in love with it as Serrano and strangely, Sir 

Francis drank from a goblet that rarely seemed to require refilling. 

It was a full hour later that most of the company had eaten their fill. By this time Serrano 

had grown quite serious from the effort of trying to appear sober and both the Spaniards had 

removed their armour and were now looking less formal. 

Sir Francis stood and raised his hands for silence. “It is our honour to welcome such 

distinguished gentlemen to our table on such an auspicious occasion. Our guns have faced each 

other for too long across the swamps. Too many men have died. For these reasons I asked the 

Archduke to send me honourable men to discuss terms and I ask them now.” He turned to Don 

Antonio and Governor Serrano. “Don Antonio, Governor Serrano, what are the terms of your 

surrender?” 

For a moment, Jacob thought he had heard it wrong or that his understanding of English 

had let him down but the look on the Spaniards faces told him that he had heard and understood 

correctly. 

Sir Francis was looking expectantly at his guests. 

“But surely,” Serrano spluttered, struggling with thoughts befuddled with alcohol, “you 
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mean the terms of your surrender.” 

Sir Francis frowned. “No! I don't think so,” he said as if pondering it. “I cannot be sure 

why we should want to surrender, snug as we are in our little fortified town with so much food 

and wine. The Archduke on the other hand flails around in the mud at great expense and wastes 

his cannon on a position that he can never take. Wouldn't he rather just go home?” 

Serrano had had enough. He climbed to his feet, his face red with alcohol and rage. “We 

know your situation,” he told Vere. “You have barely enough men to man the walls. We all know 

that you could not stand a full assault. Leave this place that is the rightful property of Albert, 

Archduke of Austria and Her Royal Highness Isabella.”  

Sir Francis smiled at this. “Don Antonio, we have an expression in English, Possession is 

nine tenths of the law. We possess this town and de facto we own it. This land no more belongs 

to the Archduke or Her Highness than it does to the King of Spain. This valiant town does in fact 

belong to the Dutch United Provinces and I'm damned if I’m going to be the man to give it 

away.” 

Don Antonio joined Serrano on his feet. “This is treachery,” he shouted. “We have been 

asked here under false pretences. When we return to the Archduke you will regret bitterly that 

you did not seek terms around this table.” 

All eyes were on Sir Francis. Jacob's neighbour, the Germanic voyeur, was seated bolt-

upright and was staring at Sir Frances - his mouth half open. 

“I think you booked a passage prematurely,” Jacob whispered to the man. “There is still a 

battle here.” The Archduke and the King of Spain were not going to get back this parcel of land 

so easily. Jacob could imagine the Archduke's face when Don Antonio and Serrano returned with 

the news that Sir Francis had in fact asked for their surrender. He could not help grinning. 

“Come now Gentlemen. Treachery is such a strong word and not one to bandy about at the 

dinner table,” Sir Vere chastised Don Antonio gently. “We obviously have a difference in 

viewpoint and that merits further discussion. Let us continue our feast and debate it further.” 

Serrano and Don Antonio looked at each other confused at what to do but in the end 

allowed Sir Francis to placate them back into their seats. Serrano remained sour-faced and 

attacked his wine fiercely but Don Antonio appeared more resigned to developments and 

engaged Sir Francis in a discussion that only rarely became heated. 

“I don't understand it,” the Germanic fellow told Jacob. “The fort is weak. It cannot stand 



36 

 

another attack – yet Sir Francis has provoked one. When this pair return to the Archduke, he will 

throw everything at you.” 

“Yes, but he has bought us time,” Jacob replied. “Two days that we would not have had 

otherwise.” 

“But two days to do what?” the fellow asked Jacob. “What has changed in two days?” 

Jacob shrugged and lifted his goblet. “If nothing else, we have drunk some fine wine and 

feasted one last time. What more is there to a good life?” 

The Germanic shook his head – these Dutch were crazy. 

 

After the 'misunderstanding' of the Spanish and Sir Vere, the feast was a more muted affair 

with the diners mostly concentrating on their wine and trying to overhear the discussions of Vere 

and Don Antonio. At the feast’s end, Sir Francis persuaded the Spanish to stay one more night at 

the fort. It was already night and a light rain was falling hard enough to discourage a wine-

sozzled Serrano from tramping back to the Spanish lines. Consequently the Archduke had to wait 

one more night to find out the fate of the fort. 

As the company retired, politely bidding the Spaniards a good night meanwhile 

apprehensive that the next day would be their last, Sir Francis asked Jacob to stay back. 

Jacob wondered what further intrigue Vere had planned for him that damp night. He was 

keen to return to his men and prepare them for the fight ahead. 

“Come with me!” Vere told him when at last they were alone. He took Jacob to the back of 

the house where they climbed to the highest room that faced over the fort and towards the sea.  

Standing at the window Vere asked, “What can you see out there Captain Heemskerck?” 

It was dark and Jacob did not expect to see anything at all but he looked all the same. 

Beyond the fires and lamps of the fort, the view was all grey and black with drifting rain, but 

then he saw a faint flicker of light – then more lights. 

“There are ships out there,” Jacob exclaimed. 

“It is your six hundred men,” Vere told him. “They are waiting for the tide. Prince Maurice 

has sent reinforcements.”  

Jacob could hardly believe it.  

“It was your condition for returning to Amsterdam,” Vere reminded him! “They must want 

you there badly.” 
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“When did you know?” Jacob looked at him. “When did you know that men were 

coming?” 

“Only this evening,” Vere told him. “I have been stalling the Spanish in the hope that relief 

would come but I never really expected it – and now this!” 

“You have saved the fort.” Jacob told him. “Without your delay, the Spanish would have 

over-run us.” 

Vere should have been pleased but Jacob could see that he was not. 

“Serrano was right, though.” Sir Francis sighed. “It was treachery. I have compromised my 

honour and made my position untenable. When the Queen hears what I have done, I will be 

recalled.” 

Jacob shook his head sadly, “We live in a strange world where men can murder each other 

and call it war but a little treachery cannot be overlooked.” 

“There is still honour in war,” Sir Francis said simply. 'To save the fort, I gave mine away. 

Still, Jacob what do you think? Can we hold the Spanish with our six hundred men? Can you 

hold Sand Hill against the Spanish?” 

“I don't know, Sir. But I'll have a go.” 

“And, Captain Heemskerck, if you do manage to get through this – you won’t forget about 

that appointment with Prince Maurice in Amsterdam?” 

 Jacob smiled and shook his head, “I will not forget!” 

That night on the high tide and under the noses of the Spanish guns the ships came sailing 

in. 

 

By the time that Governor Serrano and Quartermaster General Don Antonio awoke with 

dull heads, there were six hundred fresh men, all wearing the orange sash of the United 

Provinces, manning the forts defences. 

Jacob was there when Sir Francis told the two men that he no longer wished to discuss 

terms. They stood with bleary eyes. 

“If the Archduke wants to pierce his men on our spears then who am I to stop him? 

Gentlemen,” he bowed briefly, “it has been a pleasure. Captain Heemskerck, please escort our 

guests back to their lines.” 

The two men looked defeated. They had failed in their mission to negotiate terms for 
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surrender, though it was not as if Vere had ever intended to surrender, Serrano reminded Don 

Antonio. They both had thumping headaches, which they blamed on Dutch poison in their food, 

and to make matters even worse as they walked back through the town and along the Porcupine, 

Sand Hill and Hell's Mouth with helmets and plumes tucked under their arms, fresh men in new 

Dutch uniforms appeared to be everywhere. 

At Hell's Mouth Jacob left them. 

“The next time we meet it will be in battle – I wish you both good luck,” he told them. 

They both looked at him astonished. 

“You speak Spanish!” Don Antonio exclaimed. 

“Only a little,” Jacob professed. 

“But you said that you did not!” Serrano was angry. The English and Dutch, as it turned 

out, appeared equally treacherous. 

“I never said that I did not,” Jacob corrected him. “I just did not say anything - you 

assumed the rest.” 

“Well, I hope that we do meet in battle,” Serrano scowled at Jacob. 

“Come, Serrano!” Don Antonio sounded tired. “We have more important matters to attend 

to.” 

As the Spanish left the Dutch lines Jacob called after them, “Give my regards to Archduke 

Albert and Isabella!” He watched them wind their way back through the silted marsh and passed 

the sausages until they reached the Spanish fortifications. A second later Jacob fancied he could 

hear Isabella's scream of frustration carry across the marsh on the morning's breeze.  

 

“I told you that we should have attacked,” Isabella screamed at her husband. 

“But he sought terms,” Albert groaned. 

“Yes!” Isabella screeched, “the terms for our surrender. He tricked us into delaying so that 

the fort could be reinforced.” Isabella was sharper than her husband. 

“But did he know that the fort would be reinforced when he sought the delay?” Albert 

could not decide. For months, he knew that the fort was undermanned, yet on the very day that 

they had planned to take the fort Vere had indicated an intent to surrender and a mere two days 

later reinforcements had arrived. What had prompted Prince Maurice to send the men at such an 

opportune moment when he had ignored Vere's plight for so long? Vere was either a brilliant 
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strategist or the most lucky commander alive, he decided at last. 

“Does it matter?” Isabella cried in frustration. “We must punish his treachery.” 

“And we will, My Dear,” Albert told her. “Don't doubt that. We will attack tonight with all 

our force. A few extra men will not help them stand against our thousands. By morning I will 

have Vere and I will grind his treacherous neck under the heel of my boot. 

”And I will start their slaughter this very moment,” Isabella stomped away to vent her 

anger by letting off her favourite forty-pounder. ‘With a bit of luck it will find Vere's head,’ she 

comforted herself with the thought. 

 

Jacob had just returned to his men when Isabella's forty-pounder boomed and a cannonball, 

unseen, whistled overhead. 

“I've missed the sound of that,” Willemsz said. “It's been too quiet around here.” 

Jacob laughed. His men were in good spirits. They were all rested. Smit had a clean 

bandage over his ear and Willemsz had even had his long anticipated shave. 

“Albert cannot be a happy man,” Jacob told them. “He will throw his army at us now.” 

“I'm looking forward to seeing those two Spaniards again,” Willemsz was almost wistful. 

“I could give them another tour.” 

“God help them!” Jacob laughed before becoming more serious. “We have been ordered to 

hold this pile of sand, lads.” 

“We'll manage,Sir,” Smit reassured him. 

“We will manage,” Jacob agreed. “But first we have work to do. I want you all to find 

anything flammable and throw it over the palisade. Will, see if you can find me a couple of 

barrels of train oil. We'll make sure we give the Spanish a warm welcome.” 

 

That day Abe counted over two thousand cannon shots – a figure that auditor Weeting 

confirmed as he always made a careful note of such things. 

“The Archduke is keen to be at us,” Fleeting commented dryly to Sir Francis. 

“Woa – was he angry,” Fairfax who had returned safely as hostage, chuckled. “But not as 

angry as Isabella – she threatened to put out our eyes, flail the skin from our bodies, disembowel 

us and axe off our limbs. It made Ogle quite sick with fright.”  

“But you returned safely,” Fleeting noted. 
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“Aye. Even in his anger, the Archduke is and honourable man.”  

“Anger is a powerful emotion. It causes men to act rashly,” Vere was standing in his usual 

position at the window watching the Spanish barrage. “Fairfax, could you please ensure that my 

mount is made ready – I fear that it will soon be time for us to take to the field and lend young 

Heemskerck a hand.” 

 

Dusk was falling as Sir Francis appeared on his white mount on Sand Hill. The boy runner 

Wim was with him. Jacob and his men were gathered around their fire under the lee of the 

palisade that gave them only a little protection from the Spanish cannon. Jacob was pleased with 

the day's work – they had made repairs to the palisade and Willemsz had requisitioned five 

barrels of oil which they had poured on the flammable material that they had thrown over the 

palisade and which now lay piled at the foot of Sand Hill. 

They all stood abruptly on the General's sudden appearance. 

“They will be at us tonight lads,” Sir Francis told them. His mount moved under him with a 

restless energy. “But remember this, you must hold Sand Hill – it is our key. No matter what else 

happens, what else you hear – you will stand and fight and if needs be - die on this hill.” 

The men looked at him not quite sure what to do. 

“This hill belongs to the Dutch Republic and they will not have it!” Jacob swore. 

“Aye! The Dutch Republic!” Willemsz cried raising his musket above his head. 

“The Dutch Republic!” the men all cried. 

Sir Francis was pleased with their spirit. “Good luck lads and God be with you all this 

night.” He saluted them, then wheeled his restless mount and cantered off along Sand Hill 

towards the Polder and the Square to the south with Wim trotting faithfully behind.  

“At least he has a horse to carry him away if things should go badly,” Willemsz muttered. 

“No, Will!” Jacob watched the ghostly white flank of Vere's horse fade into the gloom of 

night. “He will be with us to the end.  

“Thomas!” Jacob called over to the gunner who was camped with a handful of the new 

reinforcements next to his cannon.“You ready?” 

“We will give them a warm enough reception, Sir.” Thomas called back. “But they will 

have the cover of darkness.” 

“Don't you worry about that,” Jacob grinned. “We will light them up for you.” 
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An hour later the men were huddled around their fires clutching their muskets, pikes and 

halberds, thinking of family and loved ones. The constant Spanish bombardment seemed as if it 

had grown even more thunderous as night had fallen. 

Suddenly, stark against the grunts of the cannon, the drums to the south on the Polder and 

the Square sounded out an alarm. Dutch cannon coughed loudly in the dark for the first time and 

in the distance they could hear the cry of a great number of men. 

“This is it,” Jacob listened to the growing sound of battle. “They are coming!” 

They manned the palisade on their Sand Hill and stared out into the night. They could see 

nothing and hear nothing in the sausage lands – the flash and scream of battle was all elsewhere. 

After a while Abe whispered, “Shouldn't we do something, Sir?” 

Jacob knew what the young soldier meant – it was unnerving to be standing idle while a 

few hundred metres away men were fighting for their lives. 

“Vere ordered us to stay put,” it was Willemsz who answered. “The fight will find us soon 

enough.”  

Seconds, minutes, half an hour passed and still the men on Sand Hill stood idle. 

Eventually Jacob could stand it no longer. “Damn it Will. Go and take a look!” 

“Aye, Sir.” 

“Take Abe with you – he wanted to 'do' something,” Jacob told him then added, “Will, be 

careful!” 

“I'll bring the lad back safely, Sir,” Willemsz promised. 

“The rest of you keep your eyes and ears open!” Jacob warned the rest of his men as 

Willemsz and Abe jogged off. “We don't want the Spanish sneaking up on us.” 

Willemsz and Abe were gone for no more than ten minutes but it felt much longer to Jacob. 

To the south around the defences of the Polder and the Square the cries of battle were growing 

louder, perhaps nearer, and from across the swamp to the west the Spanish bombardment did not 

let up. Jacob and his men felt that they were standing in a small island of tranquillity in a sea of 

battle. 

When the two men came jogging back, Jacob could see that they had been in a fight. They 

were both out of breath and Abe had the wide startled eyes of someone who had stared death in 

the face. 

“We had a spot of bother getting back,” Willemsz explained. “It is a mess. The Spanish 
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have taken the Polder and the Square. Vere is retreating to Hell's Mouth to hold them from there. 

It was bad news. If the Spanish took Hell's Mouth they could sweep along it, along Sand 

Hill and the Porcupine and occupy all of the outer defences – the battle and the town would be 

lost. 

“Vere will hold them,” Jacob told his men with more confidence than he felt. “They won't 

easily get passed that Englishman.” 

The sounds of battle were very close now. It was tempting to wheel the cannons round to 

face the threat and to join Vere in the defence of Hell's Mouth but Vere had ordered them to 

remain on Sand Hill. But what if Vere had changed his mind? Was he even now desperate for 

their help? No! He would have sent the lad Wim with new orders. What though if Wim were 

injured or dead even? All of these thoughts went through Jacob's head. He was acutely aware that 

battles were won and lost on such decisions. What to do? Follow orders that might have been 

rescinded if Vere had the chance or rush to Vere's aid - if it were not already too late? Jacob 

wrestled to decide. 

His inner turmoil was ended abruptly by the appearance of Vere himself on his white 

charger. The horse trotted up to their smouldering fire and straight away Jacob could see that all 

was not well. The General was slumped in the saddle and the reins were slack in his hands. 

Willemsz caught the reins and held the horse. 

Vere lifted his head and looked down on them. His face was covered in blood that streamed 

from his scalp. Already his horse’s flanks were covered in the red stain of it. 

“You are injured, Sir!” Jacob thought that it looked serious. 

“A small wound,” Vere's voice was weak and slightly slurred. “I will have it bound and 

return shortly.” 

“Are we lost, Sir?” Abe was looking at the General with those wide eyes. 

Jacob turned to rebuke the young soldier but Vere lifted his hand. “A fair question. No, we 

are not lost lad. We have the upper hand.” 

“But the Polder and Square are in Spanish hands,” Abe could not understand. 

“They have taken positions that they cannot use. This hill is the key – we must hold this 

hill. So far it has been skirmishes and feints but the real attack will come from the west, against 

this hill at low tide.”  

Vere seemed so sure but Jacob wondered how he could know it. 
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Vere sagged suddenly in the saddle again. The talk was too much for him. “I must go now 

to get my wound dressed,” he said weakly. 

“I will send one of my men with you,” Jacob was afraid that the General would fall off his 

horse or that the horse would turn towards the Spanish. 

Vere did not even respond.  

Jacob nodded to Abe, “Take him away safely.”  

Willemsz handed the reins to Abe who looked unsure.  

“Go on lad!” Willemsz urged him. “We’re not going anywhere. Return to us when you 

can.” 

Abe and the General had only been gone for a minute or so when Wim came running up to 

Jacob in a panic. 

“I have lost the General, Sir!” he panted. “His horse bolted and I could not keep up. Have 

you seen him?” The boy’s cheeks were streaked with tears.  

Jacob put his hand on Wim’s shoulder. “The General is in safe hands, lad.” 

“But where is he? I must go to him!”  

Jacob shook his head, “He needs a surgeon’s help now.” 

“But what will I do?” the lad cried. 

“You will stay with us and defend this hill!” Jacob told him. 

At that moment, with the tide at its lowest ebb, a thousand drum beats rolled over them 

from the marsh and the great cry of two thousand men came rushing towards them. 

Thomas' cannon and fifty other cannon along the Dutch line exploded to life. They could 

not see those attacking but there were so many that it did not matter – their cannonballs ripped 

off heads and limbs as the attack swept across the marsh.  

Jacob grit his teeth. Vere had been right – the vast majority of the Archdukes army was 

attacking Sand Hill and no more than three hundred men stood against them.  

The Dutch cannon roared and the Dutchmen stood shoulder to shoulder firing their 

muskets at the great noise. Jacob imagined the vast horde out there, struggling through the mud 

that sucked at their feet while salt water swirled around their ankles and if they stumbled, a 

hundred men from behind would push their noses into the slime. Men would be lying out there, 

shot or drowned or both – turning the marsh red. Other men would stumble over their bodies and 

all the time the Dutch cannon and musket picked at them, whittling them down one by one. 
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It took an age for the attacking wave to break against their defences but all of a sudden the 

Spanish were there, scrabbling at the palisade like wild animals. 

The Dutch fired one last volley with their muskets but then resorted to the long pikes 

thrusting them down into the mass of attackers. When the Spaniards came in close, scrabbling up 

their ladders or over the bodies of the dead, the Dutch lashed out at them with their halberds. 

Despite the carnage, Jacob realised the Spanish were so great in number that they 

threatened to quickly overwhelm them. 

“The fire! Will, light the fire!” Jacob shouted to his sergeant above the din of yelling men. 

Willemsz broke from the fight and going over to their small fire, used an ember to ignite a 

bucket of tar. He carried the flaming bucket to the palisade and with Jacob's help, they tossed it 

into the heap of the Spanish. The screams of those that suddenly had flaming tar poured over 

their heads was even more terrible than the countless other screams of those shot and run 

through. 

The flaming tar dripped over flesh and bone at the foot of the palisade until it seeped into 

the piles of wood and ignited them. Flames sprang into the air lighting up the dark and revealing 

the frenzied faces of the Spanish. 

By the light of the spreading fire Jacob could see the huge Spanish army. Hundreds of foot 

soldiers pressed at the palisade while hundreds more still struggled through the marsh. Behind 

them and pressing them forward so that they could not think of retreat was the cavalry. 

As the flames burned, there was a sudden 'woosh' and a huge ball of fire rolled into the sky. 

Jacob realised that one of the barrels of train oil must have ignited. The whole battlefield was lit 

up in reflected reds and yellows. Many of the men at the palisade were burning now but they 

could not escape as more men pushed them from behind forcing them further into the flames. 

Those men who somehow avoided the fire and did make it to the top of the palisade had their 

faces slashed and stabbed by the defenders. 

Jacob had killed men before but not like this. He maimed the countless sons, husbands and 

fathers that the Archduke had sent so casually to their deaths. His men were covered in blood but 

it was not their blood – it was Spanish blood. Jacob's arms were slick with it. For the next half 

hour he was not a man but a frenzied animal defending his territory – he did not think, he just 

did. Thinking would have got him killed. 

“Sir! Sir!” Willemsz was shaking his arms and nearly got a blade in the guts for the 
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trouble. “Sir!”  

Jacob snapped out of his battle frenzy, blinked and stared at Willemsz as if only just 

realising who the man was. 

“The tide is turning,” Willemsz yelled into his ears that were deaf with the battle. 

It was not the tide of the battle that Willemsz was talking about. As Jacob looked across the 

marsh which was lit by the flickering light he could see that the seawater was pouring back into 

it, filling the swamps, gulleys and pools. The Spanish had attacked at low tide but now the sea 

was pouring back in. Already Jacob could see a few men fleeing the battle, splashing through 

knee-deep water.  

It did not take the attackers long to realise that the cavalry could not get at them through 

the growing tide and they began to turn and flee from the fight in increasing numbers. They had 

not broken through the Dutch defence and they did not want to be cut off by the sea from their 

own lines to be picked off by the Dutch at their leisure. Once it began, it did not take long for 

panic to spread. The tide was soon in full flow surging along muddy creeks that were too wide to 

jump and too deep to wade. Many men could not swim, others were too injured to keep afloat. 

Enough men left the battle too late to ensure that the marsh was filled with bodies floating 

shoulder to shoulder. 

One minute Jacob had been fighting like a wild man to save his life - the next, the Spanish 

had melted away leaving only stubborn pockets of fight. 

All around him, his men stood now panting like hot dogs. Some had been cut, others 

stabbed but remarkably all of them were still on their feet. When auditor Fleeting later did his 

tally he would find sixty English and Dutch dead but the Spanish dead were too thick on the 

ground to count. 

“Come on!” Jacob urged his men. “It is not over yet. There are still Spanish on our soil.” 

Still fired-up by the fight, they charged to the Polder and the Square which the Spanish had taken 

early in the battle. Enough Spaniards had poured through a breach that they still had a toe-hold 

on the Dutch positions and were taking the fight along to Hell’s Mouth.  

Jacob saw Fairfax, with a sword in one hand and a Spanish helmet in the other, parry a 

Spanish sword thrust and bring the helmet down on the poor fellows head. Just behind Fairfax, 

Ogle was running a Spaniard through. The man toppled and as he did so Ogle slashed his face 

with a swinging cut. 
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The Spaniards pressed forwards though and Jacob realised that they had Serano at their 

head. 

“You!” They caught sight of each other at the same moment. 

Serano reacted first. He roared and flung himself at Jacob, his men following. 

Jacob found himself parrying strike after strike from the angry Spaniard. For a moment 

Jacob was on the back foot driven back by the ferocity of Serano’s attack. He was vaguely aware 

of Willemsz and the other men struggling to hold the Spaniards at bay as he duelled with 

Serrano. He cursed his men. Didn’t they realise that this was no time for chivalry. He would have 

been happy enough if one of them had quietly slipped a dagger into Serrano’s back – the man 

was fighting as if possessed or at least possessed of the desire to end Jacob’s life and Jacob was 

at that moment wondering if the man might not succeed. Jacob was suffering from the 

exhaustion of the battle but Serrano appeared fresh and strong. Jacob just about managed to parry 

a strike at his head, Serrano’s blade sliding away a hair’s breadth from Jacob’s neck. While 

Serrano fell forward with the strength of his strike, Jacob kicked out and caught the man in the 

groin. Either the man had balls of steel or he was wearing an armoured codpiece because Jacob’s 

foot exploded with pain. He stumbled on the one good foot which saved his head from being 

decapitated by Serrano’s back swipe.  Jacob swung around and smacked Serrano on the side of 

his head with his fist. Serrano staggered sideways and slipped on the blood-slick mud. He 

grunted as he fell onto his backside, his heavy breastplate weighing him down. Jacob did not 

hesitate, he knew that he might not get another chance. He lunged forward and slashed Serranos 

exposed neck with his blade. Blood spurted instantly from the wound and Jacob knew he had 

sliced through an artery. As far as Jacob was concerned the man was already dead and he 

wheeled away to deal with the rest of Serrano’s men. 

There was not much fight left in the Spanish though. The sudden appearance of more 

blood-soaked Dutch and the death of their leader was too much for them and they began to fall 

back. At the same time, having won the fight on Sand Hill, The Dutch turned their cannon on the 

Polder and began pounding the Spanish there. As the Polder's defences were designed for 

protection from attack from the south, the Spanish found themselves completely exposed to the 

Dutch cannon from the north. 

Suddenly on the back foot and overwhelmed, the Spaniards began to surrender. Men threw 

their weapons on the ground and begged for mercy. The English though would have none of it – 
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they hacked the defenceless men down and then went through their pockets. Seeing this and 

having no choice, a knot of Spanish prepared to fight to the end. In their midst, Jacob recognise 

Quartermaster Don Antonio. 

The slaughter sickened Jacob. There was no need for more men to die. The battle was 

already won. He pushed his way through the English with his men towards Antonio. 

“Don Antonio!” he called out to the man. “I will accept your honourable surrender!” 

Don Antonio was slashed on the leg and he could barely stand. He was surrounded by a 

knot of his men. 

“I do not know that you are an honourable man,” Don Antonio shouted back. “Why should 

I trust my men to your mercy?” 

“I am not an Englishman press-ganged from a prison cell,” Jacob told him as the two faced 

each other with their weapons. “I am a Dutch soldier. You have my word that my men will not 

harm you.” 

All around them the battle had stuttered to an end. There were still screams and groans but 

men were wandering off to get their wounds bound, others had sunk to the ground, stunned to 

still be alive, others were scavenging from the dead. 

“Do you want the English to pick over your bones?” Jacob reasoned with the man. Don 

Antonio's cause was indeed hopeless - already cannon were being dragged around to target the 

few remaining Spaniards. 

Don Antonio grimaced. He was in pain and that sapped his resolve. He looked around at 

his men – brave men every one of them. If he decided to fight he knew that they would all follow 

but they deserved to live. The shame of defeat would be his, not theirs. 

“Lower your weapons,” he told them, kissing his sword and placing it at his feet. 

The men did as he ordered and Jacob's men moved to relieve them of their weapons. 

Jacob bowed his head to Don Antonio, “You have done the right thing.” 

Don Antonio grimaced, “I hope so Captain Heemskerck, we are at your mercy!” 

“Sergeant Willemsz!” Jacob turned to the man at his side. “Escort Don Antonio and his 

men to Sand Hill and find them some water and a drop of ale.” 

As the remaining Spaniards were escorted towards the orange glow in the sky of Sand 

Hill’s burning palisade, Jacob stood for a moment. He suddenly felt very tired. A few days ago he 

would not have believed that he could be standing here victorious – he had fully expected to be 
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buried in the sand of Sand Hill. What a difference a few hours had made. The Spanish had 

broken their vast army on the Dutch defences. The cannon had grown silent and Jacob had a 

future once more. He could allow himself to think of Christijn his fiancée. He would see her 

soon, he realised. With the battle over, he had made a promise to return to Amsterdam. What did 

they want with him there? Whatever it was, it was important enough for them to send six 

hundred men to secure his attendance. 

As they began collecting up the dead and piling them in a heap for burial in lime pits, 

Jacob turned and followed his men back to their Sand Hill but what he saw there made his blood 

boil. A company of red-coated English had snatched his Spanish prisoners and had them lined up 

against the palisades. Jacob's men had been pushed aside at sword point – there was no sign of 

Willemsz. The English were going through the Spaniards pockets, robbing them – Jacob 

recognised the rat Ogle 

Even as he watched a red coat approached Don Antonio and roughly began to search him. 

Don Antonio protested, pushing the fellow away.  

Without a word, Ogle stepped forward and stabbed his sword into Don Antonio's armpit 

just above his breastplate. Don Antonio collapsed onto the dirt. 

Jacob bellowed with rage, drew his sword and threw himself at Ogle. Before Ogle had a 

chance to turn, Jacob grabbed him from behind, spun him round and hit him in the jaw with hilt 

of his sword. Ogle went down like a felled tree and hit the bloodied mud next to Don Antonio 

where he lay unconscious. Jacob raised his sword to finish the fellow off but his hand was 

gripped firmly from behind to stay his strike. 

“I'm afraid I can't let you do that.” It was Fairfax. “That would be murder.” 

“It is war! Jacob yelled at Fairfax. 

“Yes! But we are supposed to be on the same side,” Fairfax reminded him. “You let me 

deal with him. By the time I have finished with him he will wish he were dead.” 

Jacob hesitated. He didn't have a fight with Fairfax. Reluctantly he lowered his sword and 

Fairfax let go of his arm. Sheathing his sword, Jacob bent down to Don Antonio. 

“I am sorry!” he told Don Antonio but the Spaniard’s life blood had already seeped into the 

sand. 

Willemsz appeared carrying a small barrel of ale on his shoulder. He took in the scene, 

lowered the barrel to the ground and sat on it wearily shaking his head. 
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“So, Captain Heemskerck, you are leaving us at last,” Sir Francis Vere was standing in his 

war room. A bandage was wrapped around his head. He had been surveying the Spanish lines 

from a window when Jacob had walked in. After a brief respite as the Spanish collected their 

dead from the marshes, the Spanish cannon were booming again. 

“The Archduke does not give up,” Jacob noted. 

“But luckily for us he has a tendency to be reckless,” Vere smiled. 

“You drove him to it, Sir.” 

“With a little help from Isabella,” Sir Francis chuckled. “Still, without the six hundred men 

we would have been lost. They must really want you in Amsterdam.” 

Jacob nodded. He had been puzzling on that – it was not every day that a lowly captain 

held a prince to ransom and won. “I will be sorry to leave my men,” he confessed. 

“They will be safe enough for now,” Sir Francis assured him. “The Archduke will have to 

rebuild his army before he tries to take the town again but try he inevitably will.” 

“Well, good luck for that day,” Jacob did not envy the man. 

“And good luck to you, Captain Heemskerck.” Sir Francis Vere looked at him most 

solemnly. “You may need it more than me.” 

That comment was to echo over and over in Jacob's thoughts in the coming months. Had 

Vere known? 

 

Six months after Jacob left the fortified town of Ostend, Sir Francis was summoned back to 

England and four months after that the town fell at last to the Archduke and Isabella. 

 

 

 

To continue the adventure, check the website www.doiop.com/freebooks for Part Two and Part 

Three. 


