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Caillard’s Revenge: Flying Colours, Martin Andrew and Richard Robinson, 

Lifelong Forester Fans Like their Fathers, Recreate the Loire Escape. 

 

Flying Colours 70 

As we hauled our 10 foot aluminium rowing boat evocatively named Flying 

Colours 70 as fast as possible across the tern-rich sand banks in the shadow of 

the great fourteen-arched bridge at Nevers, our plans to recreate Hornblower’s 

1811 escape down the River Loire finally sprang to life. We were keen to get in 

the Loire, obviously, but these sandbanks and islands are home to nesting terns 

with numerous ‘keep off’ notices. To add verisimilitude to the idea of ‘escape’ a 

lot of official-looking French functionaries had appeared nearby as if from 

nowhere as we prepared to drag the boat across the sand towards the river and 

were gathered round pick-ups and tractor-hauled mowing machines all looking 

pretty purposeful. One or two were in fully-rigged bureaucrat suits so in our 

imaginations we feared a watered-down Caillard-like intervention.  

 

Inspecting from the bridge the previous evening it was clear that the boat could 

not go through any of its arches and survive: sheet-piling close to the surface on 

both sides all the way across and a fearsome array of rocks beyond: no doubt for 

sound riverine reasons but with water at lowish June levels hazardous to say the 

least. It would not have been a good start to be thrown into the water or the boat 
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holed on these rocks. There was a limit to how far we were prepared to simulate 

every aspect of the escape, for Hornblower’s stolen boat had of course been 

dashed to pieces on a weir. 

 

Across what seemed an interminably long ‘beach’, the sun blazing down and the 

temperature at least 30 degrees, we dragged the boat to the river and launched, 

the functionaries and labourers looking on but not intervening. Perhaps their 

natural officiousness had melted away in the heat. It was 8.45 in the morning and 

we waved nonchalantly to them, soon passing out of their gaze once through the 

(post-Hornblower) railway bridge.  

 

We were unsure whether this was the first rowing boat re-creation of the 

celebrated Loire voyage. Mind you we did not know whether it had been done in 

a kayak or a powered boat of any sort either. We know from The Voyage of the 

Annie Marble that C S Forester and his wife Kathleen had voyaged along the Loire 

west of Orléans in the Summer of 1928. They had used a fifteen-foot dinghy with 

a grimly unreliable outboard motor, the Annie Marble, and this trip obviously 

provided the idea for Flying Colours published ten years later. However Forester 

must have revisited the Loire by boat subsequently as the description of the first 

day on the river from ‘Graçay’ to Briare is a superbly accurate representation of 

its character, apart from anomalies and errors (such as completely ignoring La 

Charité-sur-Loire and its bridge) that only added to the fun of our voyage.  

 

My friend had suggested we row in Hornblower’s ‘footsteps’ when we were 

walking in Greece in 2015. He further whetted my appetite by forwarding an 

article from the March 2011 edition of the Society’s Reflections with the article by 

Ludwig Heuse ‘Château de Graçay from “Flying Colours” - discovered?’ on the 

source of a likely building where Hornblower, Bush and Brown had over-

wintered.  

 

I leapt at the idea and having bought the boat we had a ‘shake down’ cruise in 

2016 rowing the River Severn from the Welsh border to just north of Gloucester.  

We found the Severn to be compatible in many ways with the Loire, including 
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being the only rowing boat on the move.  After the Severn voyage, we registered 

the boat with the Small Ships Register in Cardiff, having batted various names 

back and forth. We chose Flying Colours 70, the ‘70’ being our ages in 2017. 

 

In 2016 my friend and his wife had prospected the Loire above Nevers to work 

out where Hornblower had stolen the rowing boat on that fateful snowy night of 

19th December 1810 (the precise date according to Northcote-Parkinson).  It 

was supposed to be about 6 kms (3 to 4 Miles) from Nevers. Although they found 

the likely spot, launching a rowing boat into the river was virtually impossible. 

So we decided to start in Nevers with its convenient campsite by the river bridge.  

 

In theory of course the Château de Graçay lay somewhere between the town and 

the confluence of the River Allier with the Loire: Forester has Hornblower gazing 

at Nevers cathedral and the Gonzaga palace from one of the château’s turrets. We 

and anyone else who has analysed Forester’s text discounts the Comte saying the 

boat had been wrecked some 20 kms (12.5 miles) from the boat-theft incident, as 

this would be well downstream from the merging with the Allier. Mind you, there 

are no near-river candidates for the château either before you reach the Allier or 

indeed beyond it, let alone weirs sufficient to destroy the stolen boat and nearly 

drown Hornblower.  

 

In any case the chateau had been merely a winter’s pause on a voyage that 

started upstream of Nevers. We would be rowing in calmer waters and certainly 

not be dashed to pieces downstream of Nevers.  So on 13th June 2017 we arrived 

at the campsite in Nevers, the boat strapped securely on the roof of my car.  

 

The next day we set off, some two months later in the year than Hornblower who 

according to the amazingly precise calculations of Northcote-Parkinson 

commenced the voyage on 17th April 1811. Disappointingly he devotes just over 

five lines to the voyage as far as Nantes.  

 

Indeed Forester himself only described the first day of the voyage in detail in 

Flying Colours, the rest very briefly. Rereading this section it is evident that he 
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must have voyaged from Nevers to Briare for the detailed description of this first 

day is accurate. Well it is for a voyage in June as far as water levels and gravel 

shoals are concerned, rather than the novel’s April launch amid apple blossom-

rich orchards when the water would have been at much higher and faster late 

winter levels.  

 

That first day took Hornblower and his ‘crew’ as far as an island just beyond 

Briare, a distance on the river of about 35 miles. Their boat, built in a loft in the 

château, was 15 feet long, coincidentally the same length as Forester’s 1928 

motor dinghy, and much heavier than our aluminium one which weighed in 

unladen at a mere 90 lbs or 41 kilos whichever sounds lighter. It is a saga of 

shoals, sandbanks, spits and underwater gravel ridges: very much as it was for 

us, and a pretty accurate evocation of rowing this shifting, quixotic river. Our 

guide to the Loire, admittedly aimed at kayakers and canoeists, made a valiant 

effort at plotting islets and sand spits, etc., but they shift about and many of the 

islands and banks plotted seemed to have since migrated to the opposite side of 

the river.  

 

In Flying Colours Hornblower, Bush and Brown frequently run aground and have 

to get out of the boat to free it from sand and gravel banks.  We found this all too 

accurate as we fell foul of numerous shingle banks rearing towards the surface. 

Within twenty minutes we ran aground for the first time, still within sight of the 

tall tower of Nevers’ St Cyr cathedral and long before we reached the Allier.   

 

Hornblower reached the Allier and, like us, found the river now wider and 

stronger: to a sailor 150 fathoms wide. We also assumed there would be less 

chance of running aground with an increased volume of water. To some extent 

this was the case as it almost an hour before we next ran aground, near 

Courcelles.  We may well have been a long musket shot from land, not that it 

mattered in 2017, but everything was as Forester described it with an extensive 

no-man’s-land of sand and willow flanking the riverbanks and also the hot sun, 

although there were still clouds about. After a mid-afternoon shower the sky 

became cloudless from horizon to horizon. Moreover the islands were indeed 
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covered in nettles as Hornblower noted: more markedly in June when the 

Foresters were actually on the Loire, I fancy, than Hornblower’s April. 

 

Hornblower dwelt on the difficulty of steering a course with the gravel shelving 

and rearing under the boat into ridges without warning and upon which it would 

get stuck fast, again more Summer than Spring. That was certainly our 

experience of the Loire downstream of Nevers. Fortunately for us we did not 

have the portages Hornblower and company had when they struggled with their 

heavy wooden boat which must have been at least four or five times the weight 

of ours. In Hornblower’s time, according to Forester, the first bridge below 

Nevers had been at Briare. Our first one was at Fourchambault, a steel lattice-

framed road bridge built in 1950.  We beached below this bridge on one of the 

sandy islands, crossed to the embankment and walked into town to buy a picnic 

lunch. We ate this on a bench on the riverbank, having rowed only about four 

and a half miles. 

 

Loire trading boats little changed since Hornblower’s day 

 

Back in the boat we passed canal lock gates on the left bank, giving a spur of the 

Canal Latéral à la Loire access into the river.  Forester mentions this canal 

several times and indeed it is used to explain the lack of any commercial traffic 

on the Loire above Briare. However this is one of Forester’s rare lapses as it was 

built between 1827 and 1838, opening in the latter year, and of course over 

twenty-five years later than the date of Hornblower’s voyage. We suspected that 

there would of necessity have been commercial traffic on the Loire above Briare. 
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This trade would have been on the flat-bottomed boats with a single mast, either 

the larger Gabare or the smaller Toue, sometimes linked together as ‘trains’, all 

with a large single white or reddish sail.  There are plenty of these boats as well 

as the smaller fishing punt, the Fûtreau, moored or tied up along the riverbanks. 

The ‘dam’ they first portaged past would have in that case have not been 

continuous but with a section left for boat traffic and admittedly the water in this 

section of description does sound more April levels and volume. 

 

Hornblower made a great deal more progress than we did but then we were not 

escaping the French and a firing squad. We stopped at La-Charité-Sur-Loire the 

first night, where the bridge and town had clearly existed for centuries long 

before Hornblower’s voyage: another Forester lapse! We had rowed a paltry 12 

miles in the day.  

 

Next day, Thursday 15th June, we continued along the route of Hornblower’s 

first day of rowing, any early morning cloud dissipating and the sun beating 

down on us, the temperature now 35 degrees. We beached on an island in the 

centre of the river, just above Pouilly-sur-Loire and had the first of many swims 

in the river to cool off. After a mere seven miles of rowing that day we landed at 

St-Satur, finding a hotel in Sancerre in the hills behind and in the heart of its wine 

region. On Friday we pursued much the same mix of rowing, grounding, and 

scraping over rocks and shingle.  

 

After 6 miles at Belleville we reached something that certainly was not there in 

Hornblower’s day: a nuclear power station. However its barrage across the river 

gave us a chance to test our portage skills. This was much easier than for 

Hornblower, partly due to the lightness of the boat but also as my thoughtful 

friend had fitted small pull-down wheels to the stern. Out of the water we pulled 

the boat easily up the slipway, then down to the river beyond the barrage and 

modern road bridge to re-launch: our first and as it turned out our last portage.  

In all we passed under five bridges that had not existed when Hornblower 

passed this way, one or two of them replacing ferries. 
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At Ousson-sur-Loire we landed, still two miles short of Briare after three 

leisurely days of rowing, drifting using our steering oar, stops for swims, and 

nights in hotels.  After our third night we pressed on to Briare, passing beneath 

the Châtillon-sur-Loire suspension bridge that has one pier with a winding 

‘helter-skelter’ ramp that used to take barge horses from the towpath up onto 

the bridge to cross the river where they and their boats could rejoin the Canal 

Latèral then on the right side of the river.  These barges had emerged from a lock 

on the left bank but of course none of this existed in Hornblower’s day, despite 

Forester describing it all.  

 

This river crossing was considered pretty unsatisfactory so the Canal Latéral was 

extended north towards Briare to cross the Loire on a fine aqueduct opened in 

1896. Here we landed to walk across it and have a coffee on the right bank where 

it joined the much older Canal de Briare. This canal had been constructed in the 

mid 17th-century, so did exist in Hornblower‘s day.  

 

Almost the end: Gien Bridge 

Back on the river we looked in vain for Briare’s long straggling road bridge with 

its church tower silhouetted against the sky as described by Forester. There is no 

bridge, only the 1890s canal aqueduct! We decided that Forester was confusing 

Briare with Gien three miles upstream where there is indeed a long bridge dating 

from the 1730s so was there when Hornblower was on the Loire. It has twelve 

arches although ‘straggling’ seems a trifle harsh and above it on the ridge is the 
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tall tower of the church of Ste-Jeanne-d’Arc. We were not sure whether the island 

they camped on for the night was below Briare or Gien in Forester’s mind. 

However the extra miles to the bridge he describes would have bumped up 

Hornblower’s epic first day to 38 or even 40 miles, rather than the 35 miles to 

Briare. A suspicion crossed our minds that those miles if done in a day had been 

done in a boat under engine power: it would be a very hard day’s work rowing, 

particularly grounding frequently and often portaging. Gien is of course briefly 

mentioned in Flying Colours with its chateau-fortress but in Chapter XII which 

cursorily describes the rest of the voyage from Briare to Nantes.   

 

We spent the night in Gien at a hotel on the left bank on the Quai de Sully. While 

we slept the Shades of Colonel Jean-Baptiste Caillard, Imperial Aide-de-Camp to 

the Emperor Napoleon, had revenge 206 years on. When we came out of the 

hotel on the morning of Sunday 18th June our boat had vanished from where we 

had beached it on the sandbanks/islets just below Gien’s long bridge. To our 

horror it had been stolen.  

 

Our voyage was over in a depressingly symmetrical way: Hornblower’s having 

started with the theft of a French rowing boat, ours ending with the theft of a 

British rowing boat. 

 

Martin Andrew 

September 2017 
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