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START

THREE-thirty of a fine imminent dawn on 18 June 1793, out into the south-

western stretch of the Channel, off Start Point on the Devonshire coast, and
Captain Edward Pellew, commanding the 36-gun frigate Nymphe, received
report of a sail bearing north-east, some twenty miles ahead.

Nymphe had sailed from Falmouth two days before to hunt its counterpart
French frigates now active across the Channel. There was acute hunger for
action in a war already five months old and yet lacking any serious naval
encounter, for which the British public had grown impatient. The big ships
of the line, the main battle fleet of Britain, those of the home waters, were
either still at berth in Plymouth and Portsmouth, or lying off Spithead. Only
two battle squadrons had sailed out for oceanic combat, one for the West
Indies, the other for the Mediterranean.

Nymphe had already had a brush that came close to action. A week
before, Nymphe, accompanied by another frigate, had encountered the 36-
gun French frigate Cléopdtre, which, faced by a stronger force, had fled
into Cherbourg. Pellew since then had been scouting for Cléopdtre which,
with other frigates, had been falling with savage success upon British
merchantmen.

At four a.m. Pellew, with Nymphe under all sail, closed towards his
quarry sure that she was indeed Cléopdtre. They were together running with
a light wind. Pellew feared that Cléopdtre, also under a press of canvas, was
again seeking to escape. But, at five a.m., the French ship hauled up her
foresail and lowered her topgallant sails to cut her speed, indicating that she
awaited the fight.

For the next hour a great silence lay upon that sun-lit, slow-rolling and
diminishing space of sea between the two ships as they drew steadily closer.
At six a.m. they were within hailing distance. Cléopdtre’s commander,

Captain Jean Mullon, was the first to hail. Pellew answered, ‘Hoa, hoa!’,
which was followed by three cheers from Nymphe’s sailors, waiting at their



stations. Mullon, waving his hat, cried, ‘Vive la Nation!’, and his own men
responded with their own cheers.

With Cléopatre’s acceptance of the challenge and the ships lying so
close, and drawing closer, Pellew recognized the close nature of the combat
about to start and ordered his men aloft from some of their stations into the
shrouds. Observing that, Mullon made the same move. On each ship,
therefore, men were manning the yards, preparing to fight and board from
there. And then, at six fifteen, with Nymphe’s foremost guns bearing on the
starboard quarter of Cléopatre, Pellew, hat still in hand from raising it to
hail his opponent, put it back on his head, his signal for starting action.

In this manner of ceremonious grace and courtesy began the first serious
naval action of a war that had appeared curiously reluctant to get underway
at sea, as if yet seeking to hold back from what was already bloodily
swerving across the Continent. Or so it could seem in Britain through the
months after 1 February 1793, when Revolutionary France had declared
war on Britain and Holland.

As Captain Pellew replaced his hat the two frigates, running before the
wind, opened their artillery upon one another. Within half an hour
Cléopatre had her mizzen mast and her wheel shot away in succession. This
disaster made her ungovernable and brought her lying heavily against
Nymphe, with her jib boom passing between Nymphe’s fore-and mainmasts.
Nymphe’s mainmast had been badly damaged. It had become heavily
entangled with the other ship’s rigging. The strain of that threatened to
bring down the mainmast. Pellew called out ten guineas to any man who
would go up and cut the rigging. But, invisible in the smoke of battle, his
maintopman had already run up the shrouds and cut the ropes, allowing the
ships to draw apart.

The hottest part of the battle was by then being fought aloft. As the ships
became entangled the seamen who on both vessels had been sent up to the
yardarms began fiercely contesting each other’s yards. Nymphe’s sailors
were the first to cross and fought for possession of Cléopdtre’s yards. Other
British sailors jumped on to Cléopdtre’s quarterdeck and shortly after seven
a.m. hauled down the French colours.

Cleopatre’s Captain Mullon lay severely wounded. A round shot had torn
open his back and crushed his left hip. His last action was as heroic as his
stance had been throughout. In spite of his agony, he sought to destroy a list
of the coast signals of the French navy by stuffing it into his mouth and



chewing it to pieces. The action was, alas, in vain, for he had instead drawn
from his pocket his own commission as an officer. He died with his teeth
fixed on it. Five days later Pellew accompanied Mullon to his grave, along
with full military honours. ‘The enemy fought us like brave men,’ Pellew
said in his tribute, ‘neither ship firing a shot until we had hailed.’

Given the scope of the tremendous maritime struggle that was to come, it
was appropriate that the next action followed just a month later, on the other
side of the Atlantic.

The 32-gun British frigate Boston, Captain George Courtenay, was
cruising off New York, waiting for the 36-gun French frigate Embuscade,
Captain Jean-Baptiste Bompart, to emerge from that port. Embuscade had
captured or destroyed sixty British merchantmen before going to anchor off
New York.

From his anchorage Bompart mistook Boston for a frigate, Concorde,
that was due to put in to receive orders from him. In the belief that Boston
was indeed Concorde Bompart sent over his first lieutenant, an American
by birth, with twelve men to give his instructions to Concorde. Courtenay
had deceived the pilot boat cruising off Sandy Hook by putting all French-
speaking members of his crew on deck, talking loudly. On his way out
Embuscade’s American lieutenant became suspicious of the frigate and
rested on his oars. But the pilot boat in passing assured him that Boston was
indeed French.

The American lieutenant went on board and he and his men were
captured. When Courtenay told him that he wished to challenge Embuscade
the American declared that Bompart was sure to accept and suggested that
he himself write a letter to Bompart relaying the challenge. The letter went
ashore with the Sandy Hook pilot. Bompart had a council of his officers.
They agreed at once to accept Courtenay’s challenge.

Boston and Embuscade met at dawn on 31 July 1793, off the New Jersey
shore. Between five and six a.m. Boston lost command of her sails. Too
much of her rigging had been shot away. Her jib and foremast staysail were
gone. Shortly after six her main topmast and the yard with it fell. Then
Courtenay and a lieutenant of the marines were killed by the same
cannonball on the quarterdeck. The mizzen, mizzen topmast and mizzen
staysail were shot away. The mizzen mast was expected to go at any
moment. The only officers alive, two lieutenants, John Edwards and
Alexander Kerr, were below, seriously wounded. Kerr had lost his sight,



Edwards was wounded in the head. Without officers there was confusion on
deck. Edwards, suffering severely, went on deck to take command. Unable
to manoeuvre with her sails, Boston was exposed to raking fire from
Embuscade, which was nearly as damaged as the British ship.

In that distressed state they drifted apart at eight a.m. and vanished from
sight of one another.

These two distinctive frigate actions marked the start of the twenty-two
years of sea warfare of the linked Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars,
which became the greatest war under sail and the first real world war. It was
many things besides.

Nothing comparable preceded it in history. It became the longest, hardest
and cruellest war ever fought on the waters, sea war on such a scale and of
such a diversity that the only comparable sequence of naval operations lies
with World War Two. The similarity between the maritime aspects of the
two conflicts is indeed remarkable, for the naval side of the war of 1793—
1815 saw deployment across all the oceans and upon most seas, with
seaborne assaults and landings of the same sort upon which so much would
similarly depend between 1939 and 1945. It was a war that saw the first
ocean battle distant from shore. Only in the Pacific in World War Two
would deep-sea naval battle be witnessed again. And, as in World War Two,
the duress of conflict at the turn of the eighteenth century had demanded
inventiveness. It was a war where the words rocket, torpedo, submarine and
flight sprang alive through innovative experiment, helping to affirm that
significant transition to the modern world that the war came to mark, further
underlined by the fact that the two decades of its duration saw the passage
of the eighteenth into the nineteenth century.

The tragically splendid formal duel between Boston and Embuscade off
Sandy Hook had its own value as a pronouncement of the war’s Atlantic
reach, for the war’s impact upon North America was to be profound, for
both the United States and Canada.

It established the United States as a power before the world in a manner
that the War of Independence never had or could have done, in a way that
the Americans in 1793 never expected, and which initially they certainly
did not relish. They would be fighting three distinct wars of their own
within the Great War, in the Mediterranean with Barbary, with France in the



Caribbean and with Britain all over the oceans as well as again on their own
soil. By the end, however, the gift of it all would be an asserted sense of
nationhood and global stature arrived to match the great beckoning of the
West.

Much the same could be said for the Canadians who, in fighting an
attempt by the American Westerners during the war to incorporate them
into the United States, would possessively declare their own identity, a
whole people, distinct from the mere colonial.

The Great War it was justly called at the time, and the name remained
firmly attached to it until the twentieth century transferred that title to the
first of its two world wars. But Great War is how this mighty and epochal
struggle between Land and Sea will be referred to throughout this book.

Britain’s Royal Navy was the most conservative, the most rigidly composed
and severely governed naval force. Against this emblematic model of power
afloat, Land duly presented the newest, most finely disciplined and
marshalled military force the world had yet seen, the sudden product of the
greatest soldier the world would know. And Sea for its part faced that
soldier, Napoleon Buonaparte, with its own special example of drive, spirit
and character as symbolized by Horatio Nelson: thus these two were called
by that most special confrontation to stand forth far beyond all others, in the
manner of the select of all ages, those who suddenly and mysteriously
manifest the special qualities and instincts that intend them as if destined
only for a particular moment and a special function at a particular time.

The Great War provided the climactic conclusion to the three centuries of
oceanic conquest and naval rivalry that gradually had accompanied the
emergence of the modern world. Nevertheless, navy and naval warfare in
the character distinctive of the Great War had a realistic background of little
more than a century and a half at the time that the boy Horatio Nelson
stepped aboard his first ship. A Europe perpetually gripped by dynastic
warfare and territorial dispute certainly never doubted the need for land
armies, whether national or mercenary. But navy as a national necessity
with established permanence had an uneven struggle into becoming the
fierce instrument for obtaining or disputing command of the seas during the
age of sail. In his classically innovative work of 1890, The Influence of Sea
Power upon History, the great American naval historian Captain



(subsequently Admiral) A. T. Mahan saw the year 1660 as being the point
at which navies and naval power finally arrived in the form recognisable to
later epochs. The new age that came in with the eighteenth century made
ever-increasing strategic and tactical demands upon sail, which by then
already was practically at the limit of its ability to respond any further. It
was to be that period between the middle of the seventeenth century and the
last decade of the eighteenth that had to furnish the navies and shape the
talents and dispositions of the sailors of the war of 1793-1815. For this
reason, to understand completely and properly the Great War one therefore
has to cast back to what preceded it, for it is the tortuous evolution of the
tactical means of ensuring the ultimate triumph of Sea over Land that first
needs to be grasped.



PART ONE

THE TACTICAL EVOLUTION



OCEAN

NavaL warfare in the broadly familiar historic sense that we understand it
was the creation of the Western world.

It sprang from the heart of the Mediterranean to find its finished product
at Europe’s Atlantic shores. Little of that was neatly sequential. Time
spaced it widely and unevenly.

To understand the ocean, to learn how to survive on it, to know how to
move on it propulsively, and eventually to penetrate the long blue horizons
that demarcated two-thirds of the face of the globe had to be fundamental to
the rise and progress of humankind. But it had a different emergence in the
different hemispheres.

On the other side of the world another seaborne history of ancient
existence on the Indian Ocean and the eastern seas had long preceded that
of the West. The character of it was demonstratively pacific in contrast to
the incipiently aggressive nature of Western sea venture that showed itself
from the start.

Upon that incompatibility of two wholly distinct forms of nautical
impulse much of the oceanic future of the world eventually would turn.
Modern global maritime history began with the seaborne fusion of the two
hemispheres in the fifteenth century as the East reluctantly confronted the
oceanic arrival of the West. Half a millennium of fiercely active collision
followed, driven by the quickening demands of commercial rivalry in the
West. But why should humankind’s initial foraging courses upon the seas
have emerged in such extreme contrast between the hemispheres?

If you look east, some sense of the answer comes from ocean there, for
sailing the deep was an early skill upon the Indian Ocean. That familiarity
with the deep seemed to lay a wider, less intimidated outlook upon Eastern
seagoing. Ocean obviously was not the only factor shaping the Eastern
maritime character. Nevertheless it was a considerable one. Western man’s



early seagoing lacked that sense of confident movement within the
boundless that the Indian Ocean allowed. Instead it was coastal, headland to
headland. Venture beyond sight of shore was practical only where it was of
short span and familiar. Coastal and insular settlement brought warfare
through proximity and raiding. Fighting afloat was a natural development.
Trade, as it developed, incited piracy, an early school of maritime warfare
which, for millennia, nevertheles remained simply an extension of land
fighting.

The fundamentals of early European maritime experience, in commerce
and warfare, were acquired in the confined basins and short passages of the
eastern Mediterranean, where the steady evolution of sea experience leaped
forward with huge impact upon legend and history, and gave to the world
its first and longest enduring fighting ship, the galley. This slender, oar-
driven vehicle provided the dynamic from which Western man’s martial
sailoring evolved.

The simple oar, which at some remote point replaced paddles on the Nile,
must be the single greatest invention yielded by man’s search for fully
controlled movement upon water. It became the most enduring instrument
of naval warfare. In its many different forms, the galley had an existence of
2,500 years, probably more, but certainly from early in the first millennium
BC. Its last fighting appearance was to be against Nelson at Copenhagen in
1801.

The galley arrived to meet the specific need of warfare in the eastern
Mediterranean, particularly the Aegean. The great commerce that spread
across the Mediterranean was mainly transported in broad, sturdy
merchantmen that allowed as much space as possible for cargo. They
carried oars for calm weather or perhaps to help evade pirates, but
otherwise depended principally on their large square sail, possibly
complemented with a foresail.

The basic form of the galley had to be entirely different—long and narrow
for speed and manoeuvrability. Sail was carried but the galley fought only
under oar. Sail was used for setting course, or for getting away in face of
defeat.

The main tactical weapon of the galley became the ram, a strong
underwater projection at the prow. Apart from its destructive power, it aided
speed, in the same way as a similar bulbous projection below the bows of a
modern supertankers does. The ram was for attacking the enemy head-on,



splintering the oars and fatally damaging the hull of the other vessel; it
remained the principal basis of naval tactics for two thousand years, until a
forward-firing gun was mounted by it, allowing damage to be inflicted on
the foe before contact.

The galley’s speed and sustainable performance were of course tied up
with the endurance and strength of the oarsmen. The most celebrated model
of the ancient world, the trireme, the standard fighting ship of the Greek
navy, was carried forward through successive designs from around the late
sixth century BC until it reached its ultimate, a three-decked vessel carrying
170 oars of three different types. A study by two American academics,
Vernard Foley and Werner Soedel, published in Scientific American in
1981, put the trireme’s top speed at a good deal more than earlier estimates
of 11.5 knots, with the oarsmen able to reach their top speed in thirty
seconds from a standing start. Foley and Soedel calculated that the moving
oars had to be kept parallel within about twelve inches.

In 483 Bc we have the first detailed account of a critical naval battle, that
of Salamis, fought in September 480 Bc. Beyond Salamis, naval warfare
continued across the centuries throughout the Mediterranean. The Romans
were military-minded more than sea-minded and gave nothing new and
innovative to sea warfare. But their vast empire demanded naval power,
seamanship and navigation, the cumulative knowledge and experience of
which made them the greatest naval force of antiquity. They gave
commercial unity to the Mediterranean. Then, as the Roman world
disintegrated under the weight of the Barbarian invasions, and as it entered
deeper into the Christian era, the empire moved its capital from Rome to
Byzantium on the Bosporus, the city that would eventually be renamed
Constantinople after the emperor Constantine. Here was born the Western
global impulse, for it was the expansive flow of goods from the East that
gave the Bosporus its supreme niche in history.

It was this hemispheric trade of peppers and spices, silks and brocades,
that was ultimately to act as the spur to Western oceanic venture and the
opening of the world. For here at Constantinople began the rise of that
commerce whose enticement, with its promise of huge wealth, perpetual
profit and empire, would launch commercial competition and consequent
naval rivalry among the European powers. As the old Western empire of the
Romans disappeared, there came the shock of the rise of Islam as the
warrior followers of the Prophet Mohamed were seized by a spiritual drive



that gave them a command from the Indian Ocean to the Atlantic. Their
onslaught westwards from Arabia was achieved in the span between the
death of Mohamed in 632 and the successful landing at Gibel Tarik,
Gibraltar, in 711. They went in a mere eighty years from Arabia to Spain,
absorbing in their rush, one after the other, the Persian Empire, Syria,
Egypt, all of North Africa to Morocco, and from there across the Straits into
Spain.

The unity of the Western world, once centred upon the Mediterranean,
was broken for centuries to come.

On the other side of the world, an immense sweep of trade brought unifying
communication between four civilisations, the Irano-Arabic, Hindu,
Indonesian and Chinese. It created, according to K. N. Chaudhuri, historian

of that trade, ‘an invisible sense of unity’ among them all, a concept of co-

existence that in the West died with the Roman Empire..

Early maritime development in eastern waters placed steadfast emphasis
upon peaceful oceanic commerce, which was of a venturesome magnitude
that would take the West many centuries to achieve in like scale, though
never with similar lack of belligerence.

The Indian Ocean was naturally encouraging to early maritime ranging
across huge spans of deep open ocean because nowhere else were the
prevailing winds so predictably favourable. Sailors of the Chinese Han
Empire appear to have traversed the Indian Ocean as early as AD 2. During
the late seventh and eighth centuries Arabs and Persians were already
sailing to Canton. Around the ninth and tenth centuries the Arabs were
sailing regularly to Africa and founding settlements all along the eastern
coast of the continent as far south as Sofala opposite Madagascar on the
Mozambique Channel. Before and after 1000 AD it was a network that
linked half the world, from Nagasaki to Cairo.

Across all the seas between the Persian Gulf and Canton other trade
routes of every sort crisscrossed. It was a vast self-sustaining oceanic
commerce whose cohesion had achieved remarkable balance during the
millennium that preceded Europe’s intrusion.

The Indian Ocean was the pumping heart of this system, its navigation
fostered by the regularity of the monsoon winds.



A pivotal point of Chaudhuri’s landmark examination of the Indian
Ocean trading network is his demonstration of the fundamental lack of
belligerence or attempt at aggressive domination within it. Piracy was a
permanent menace, as of course it was in the Mediterranean. But, as
Chaudhuri says, before the arrival of Europe on the Indian Ocean ‘there had
been no organized attempt by any political power to control the sea-lanes
and the long-distance trade of Asia...The Indian Ocean as a whole and its

different seas were not dominated by any particular nations or empires.’2

The outstanding fact of this vigorous enterprise was that the Arabs were
sailing the deep ocean, confidently far beyond shore, many centuries before
the Europeans dared to venture far out into the Atlantic.

By the time Charles Martel stopped the Arab advance into the European
heartland at Poitiers in 732 the great thriving pattern and connection of the
Roman world was all but gone. The economy of north-western Europe had
fallen back on agriculture instead of commerce. In its retreat into
agricultural self-sufficiency society became feudal, producing only for its
own needs, or for the armies it fostered. Existence was rural or military.
There was nothing else, except the Church.

By the end of the eighth century Europe had a few points of embryonic
sea trade on the Narrow Seas between the Continent and Britain. It was
trade developed by the Frisians of Friesland, that region at the lower
reaches of the Rhine that would be embraced by the future Holland. The
Frisians in their broad-hulled, river-type craft sailed to England and France
but, more importantly, perhaps also to the Baltic, laying the basis for the
future mercantile power of the Dutch.

The focal points of revival were to be Venice and Kiev, which became the
commercial pivot for trade moving up from Constantinople to the Baltic.
By the end of the eleventh century Christian navigation had reasserted itself
across the Mediterranean. The fighting ship of Venice and the other Italian
maritime republics was the galley, revived through a succession of forms,
larger, with greater oar power, more varied sail, otherwise still long, lean
and fast, still ferociously dependent upon the ram, and recognizably the
vessel of antiquity. Between the Baltic and the North Sea a rich and
expansive trading pattern developed. New ship types evolved, better suited
to carriage of the expanding trade in the region. They were versions of



‘round ship’, broad, barrel-like vessels working under sail, the best known
of which was the ‘cog’.

The cog was flat-bottomed, with straight stem and stern, a large stern
rudder and a keel, a single mast and broad sail. It could be between seventy
and eighty feet long, with a width of about twenty-four feet. A particular
distinction, because of its cargo-carrying capacity, was that it sat high out of
the water.

The armed cog was in a sense Europe’s first real warship, adapted to
naval purposes by Denmark and the Dutch of Friesland and Zeeland in
particular. It became the essential dual-purpose vessel. The Dutch remained
the principals of this intensive north European sea trading, masters of the
carrying trade in those seas, a success that was to take them far beyond as
well, bearing them to greater riches and eventually to possession of the first
true naval command of Europe in defence of their commerce. For the
moment, however, the deep ocean was yet a barrier to them.

The Portuguese in the fourteenth century had become active seafarers
around the European coasts. They had sailed to the Azores, Madeira and the
Canaries taking advantage of familiar wind patterns which ensured their
return. By the end of the fifteenth century Portugal, with its established
Atlantic experience, led the way to wider oceanic horizons. Their ships
began a steady descent of the north-western African coast and then found
that they could safely go no further.

The problem was Cape Bojador, roughly 100 miles south of the Canary
Islands. To beat back home against the headwinds required a vessel that
would sail closer to the wind than anything Europe then possessed.
Commonly at the start of the fifteenth century European ships were square-
rigged, with a single large square sail on one, two or three masts. The giant
sail of square rig had not yet been divided into the variety of sail that would
give such distinction to the ships of later centuries. Topsails had appeared
but were yet to become general. The large square sails were fine for running
before the wind but not for sailing into it. This was not a ship for venturing
out on the deep, open ocean beyond sight of land and all visible markers.

The deep-sea ship that evolved to defeat the barrier of Cape Bojador was
the caravel. To the square rig of the northern ships was added the lateen sail.
This characteristic sail of the Indian Ocean had the great advantage of
allowing a ship to beat to windward close-hauled. It was a square sail that
crossed the width of the boat. The lateen is said to have passed into the



Mediterranean by the fourth century AD. It seems surprising, therefore, that
it took so long for its Atlantic possibilities to be realized. A possible reason
was supplied by Alan Villiers after a voyage on an Arab dhow in the late
1930s. Villiers found that the lateen sail of the dhow was the big problem
when tacking. Lateen sail is a triangular sail working from a very long
boom, or yard. ‘So we always wore her round,’ Villiers says, ‘running off
with the wind behind the sail, and swinging the huge yard when she was
dead before the wind...it was a complicated and difficult process. The
whole sail was thrown over, the sheet and the tack changing from end for
end, and the manoeuvre had to be done carefully when there was anything

of a wind lest the sail take charge.’3

Clearly something less arduous was required for the more violent and
unpredictable waters of the Atlantic. From the time of its first appearance
around 1430 the caravel was adapted until it took new form as the carrack,
first developed by Biscay shipbuilders. This ship had square sails, topsail
and course on the foremast and lateen rig on the main and mizzen. The
lateen itself had undergone transformation. It had shortened yards and was
fitted more snugly to the mast, always on the same side of it, enabling the
ship to go about without the necessity of taking the yard over the top of the
mast.

Bartolomeu Dias, who sailed for the South Atlantic in 1487, was the first
to round the Cape of Good Hope into the Indian Ocean. By that time
Columbus had made two voyages to the Caribbean and John Cabot had
persuaded the Tudor King Henry VII to back him in seeking a northern
route to the Indies. In a mere three months Cabot crossed the North
Atlantic, found his own ‘new found land’, and returned. He had not found
the Indies he sought but he had shown the way to the Grand Banks of
Newfoundland, having reported the seas alive with fish.

The rigid command and monopoly that the Portuguese in 1500 sought to
lay upon the Indian Ocean, their private preserve, like that of the Spanish
soon to follow in the Americas, launched the concept of global naval
warfare. The sense of that was immediate. The sudden arrival of active
commercial and ideological belligerence was difficult to understand among
those who for nearly two millennia had sailed without any serious menace,
other than that of piracy and privateering. As K. N. Chaudhuri concluded,
‘The phenomenon that is in need of explaining is not the system of peaceful
but that of armed trading.’



The harsh explanation was, of course, that the inspirational value of the
early oceanic search for the world had been framed by the Portuguese as
Holy Crusade, drawn from the stark spiritual polarities of the late Middle
Ages and its fervent commitment to the ultimate defeat of Islam.

During the century after Columbus the ocean and its mastery, the quest
beyond the horizon, the seaborne union of the hemispheres, the drive for
possession and command of all that discovery might deliver, formed the
dominating secular obsession of Europe. Naval rivalry swiftly became
integral to that expanding global vision projected from the shores of the
western Atlantic in the sixteenth century.

In this manner the oceanic future of the world arrived with startling
suddenness.

Where the whole of the fifteenth was the century of search, the sixteenth
right from the outset was the century of the realized world, for after
Columbus and da Gama came Magellan and Juan Sebastian Elcano, who
completed Europe’s first circumnavigation of the world. The sixteenth
century opened the world to those who had the seacraft and power to lay
possession to wherever they set their flag and their beacons. What now
swiftly unfolded became fundamental to the story of the modern world, the
subsequent missions of conquest, the rush for colonial acquisition, the rise
of ruthlessly competitive mercantilism, the vision of global imperial
greatness, the dream of universal sway, and withal the necessarily
aggressive need for naval power that outbalanced that of one’s rivals. This
quest, grown upon the North Atlantic’s western shores, would henceforth be
fervently nourished and driven forward, accumulating its momentum over
the next three centuries. Unlike the Indian Ocean’s tradition of commercial
harmony and tolerance, the motivating factor on the Atlantic would finally
be fight for command of profit upon the seas and with it enforcement of the
victor’s rights.

From that struggle inevitably evolved a fully focused consciousness of
the need for purpose-built standing navies requiring experienced admirals
and trained sailors. It would require another century for the mature
emergence of the concept, but all the circumstances that would mould its
emergence would soon be obvious.



At the start of the sixteenth century neither France nor England was able
to challenge the Iberian monopoly of the oceans and Portugal and Spain’s
proclaimed exclusion of all others. Only the Netherlands, masters of the
North Sea carrying trade, could boast a truly extensive continuity of armed
mercantile seagoing experience.

While the ship of the Narrow Seas was in a state of slow evolution naval
combat essentially remained what it had always been—land fighting afloat.
That is, galley fighting. The galley itself was still firmly in use with the
French and English, the former especially. In the Mediterranean the
continual naval warfare between the Italian states and between the Christian
powers and the Turkish Ottomans had developed galleys and galley warfare
to a high point of artistry and skill.

In basic principle galley warfare remained scarcely different from that of
Salamis, with the ships advancing line abreast, prow to prow, towards one
another. But galley battle came to resemble a board game in its tactical
manoeuvring. The British naval historian Julian Corbett described it thus:
‘A great school of Italian admirals had grown up whose services were
sought by all the Mediterranean powers...their influence was strong
enough, supported as it was, by classical tradition, to outweigh the oceanic
experience of Spanish and Portuguese seamen. In the scientific spirit of the
age the art of commanding a fleet had become akin to a branch of
mathematics, and an admiral of the Italian school would manoeuvre a
squadron with almost as much pedantic intricacy as a maestro di campo
could handle his tertia of infantry.’4 Sail had no real place in this
Mediterranean galley warfare. That became a problem as the galley
established itself firmly in the naval forces on the Narrow Seas and in the
Baltic. Its disadvantages in those rougher seas compelled the development
of its necessary equivalent under sail along the Atlantic seaboard.

Corbett saw the matter of reconciling sea endurance with free movement
as being the main problem at the heart of naval history. Sea endurance
meant the degree of bad weather that a vessel could support. The essence of
naval strategy therefore meant the degree of a fleet’s capability of keeping
the sea: ‘“The galley was a vessel of low sea endurance but of highly free
movement. The great-ship, or ship-of-the-line, was of large sea endurance
but entirely subservient to the wind for its power of movement...In the first
period, the period of oars, when the focus of empire lay within the confined
waters of the Mediterranean, we see mobility taking precedence of sea



endurance; in the second, the period of sails, when the arena of history
widens into the ocean, sea endurance becomes of first importance...’

It was from Italy and out of the galley itself, however, that the prime
model for the future ship of sea endurance came, the galleazza, or galleon
as it eventually came to be known. The galleazza succeeded where the
round ship had failed. The latter’s ‘tumble home’ sides curved inboard at
the top of the hull, giving them their characteristic dumpy appearance. They
were ponderously slow, short in proportion to beam and with high
freeboard. The galleazza, or galleass as it was first to be called in England,
had a length three times its beam against a round ship’s length of twice its
beam. It had lower freeboard than a round ship. It was rigged with three
masts, the foremast carrying square sails, the main and mizzen lateens. Its
more graceful proportions gave it speed and sea endurance that allowed it
the assurance to pass from the Mediterranean into the Atlantic, and thereby
made it the ship for the Venetian carrying trade between the Mediterranean
and Antwerp. Once arrived on the Atlantic seaboard it was swiftly adopted
by all the maritime powers there, the French, Portuguese, Spanish and the
English.

What this necessary ship of sea endurance still lacked, however, was its
proper use in naval warfare. The arrangement of the galleon’s firepower and
its tactical deployment in naval war were questions that arose even as it
supplanted the galley. On those matters it was swiftly obvious that all the
centuries of galley fighting had nothing to offer.

In England the concept of an established navy came rapidly alive with
Henry VIII. The greatest change he helped to bring lay with ordnance. The
French, though heavily reliant upon galleys, were said to have been the
first, in 1501, to have put heavy guns between decks and cut ports in the
sides of their big ships through which the guns would fire. Henry was
credited with the invention. Whoever was first with it, the idea was an
astounding change. It was nevertheless inevitable because, as the weight of
gun metal increased, the top deck guns, each of some three tons, would
make the ship top heavy. Taking them closer to the waterline gave balance
and stability.

This change meant that guns were now arranged along the sides of the
ship. But the fundamental form of galley fighting persisted, of ships
advancing upon a foe in a line with all abeam of one another. That was
obviously impractical with galleons. Sailing in line abeam of one another



they could only have firepower right forward in the bows, otherwise they
would be firing across at one another.

One of the most decisive lessons in naval warfare came on 15 August
1545, when an attempted French invasion of England failed off Shoreham.
Both sides fought with galleys but Henry had also lined up his galleasses,
which made use of the destructive unity of the firepower extended along the
length of their decks. That came to be called ‘broadside’. Henry’s galleasses
‘did so handle the galleys, as well with their sides as their prows, that your
great-ships in a manner had little to do’. With that observed and learned, the
battle term broadside was established: it meant the simultaneous unleashing
of shot from the length of a vessel at an adversary, and became the
fundamental tactic of firepower for the naval warfare that henceforth would
be played out between the great naval powers of the Western world. With
that the oar began to recede into history, for the ship of the line had arrived.
So, too, it seemed, had arrived an enhanced awareness of Britain’s status as
an island, and realization of both the strength and the vulnerability of that.
Or, as Julian Corbett proposed in his classic on naval strategy in 1911,2...
limited war is only permanently possible to island Powers or between
Powers that are separated by sea, and then only when the Power desiring
limited war is able to command the sea...to render impossible the invasion
of his home territory. Here, then, we reach the true meaning and highest
military value of what we call the command of the sea, and here we touch
the secret of England’s success against Powers so greatly superior to herself
in military strength.’

The balance of power in Europe became a critical matter of national
policy, integral to the need of a navy, even before the demands of oceanic
commerce compounded that need. Europe’s quarrels were being resolved
militarily at levels of strength and ferocity on land that now lay far beyond
any English participant capability, whether in men or money. From the
sixteenth century, therefore, British maritime strategy stands fully emergent,
the necessary resistance to forces across the Channel. For the dynastic
complexity of emergent Europe was increasingly accountable for its
military turbulence. A bewildering pattern of royal marriages during the
fifteenth century and the unpredictable inheritances that arose in
consequence of them was the origin for much of the antagonism that was
released within the Continent. And accompanying that was the ideological



turmoil of the Reformation and subsequent Counter Reformation that would
continue to tear at Europe until the middle of the seventeenth century.

That turmoil initiated the eventual ruin of Spain and loss of her naval
dominance. Through Philip II’s marriage to Mary Tudor he sought, as king
of England, to have possession of England’s resources, not least its
seafaring instincts and abilities. But his rigorous refusal to allow English
‘trespass’ within the Spanish Empire and denial of any portion of its New
World oceanic trade raised up a buccaneering generation of English
privateers who went out to help themselves. They had the broadside to help
them do it. Here at the outset Philip II created the beginnings of an
altogether different English naval spirit, one of obduracy, tenacity and
abhorrence of the Continental powers that sought to master the island.

In the Netherlands the Hapsburgs similarly set in motion an equally
powerful situation that eventually would act against them. The Netherlands
was the richest and most prosperous part of Europe. It provided Spain with
a permanent source of revenue through the taxes laid upon its bankers and
merchants. There was pride and independence in a compact region that had
become the banking, manufacturing and trading centre of the Western
world. It was that very pride and independence that reacted against an
occupying Spanish army and the Inquisition.

The Dutch revolt against Spanish dominance broke open in 1567. It was
to be an eighty-year struggle, but well before the end of it the formidable
future naval power of the Dutch and their new republic had been well
established. As with the English, Dutch naval ascendancy began with
ruthless privateering, the so-called ‘Sea Beggars’, gueux de mer, who
attacked Spanish transports, captured the Spanish silver fleet and at one
point scattered and sank the Spanish navy in the North Sea, taking its
admiral prisoner.

The English were everywhere in the Mediterranean, trading to the
Moslem as well as the Christian ports. English agents used the Levant to
pass through Syria and Persia to the Indian Ocean and on to the Indies. The
East India Company was founded in 1600. The Dutch too swarmed into the
Mediterranean, in Fernand Braudel’s expressive phrase ‘like so many heavy
insects crashing against the window panes’. Simultaneously they ignored
Portuguese claims of exclusive right to the East, circumnavigated the Cape,
occupied Java, captured Mauritius and visited Siam and China. Their own
East India company was founded in 1602.



What, meanwhile, of the French? Their promising and exciting oceanic
ventures into Canada at the early part of the century had been halted by
wars with the Hapsburgs and violent internal religious wars. The French
throne had passed to the House of Bourbon, with Henry IV as king. Henry
revived oceanic ambition. Port Royal (Nova Scotia) was founded in 1604,
Quebec in 1608. The outline of the great mercantile and naval contest of the
future was being drawn. The three principal contestants, England, Holland
and France, were coming to their allotted places. It was the essential
competitive pattern that would continue to hold and to be built upon
through all the ups and downs of the dynastic, religious and national
convulsions yet to come.



I1

NAVY

THE seventeenth was the century of the rise of navies.

At the start of the century the commercial exclusivity upon the great
waters attempted by Portugal and Spain was already gone. The determining
race for power and mastery upon the seas had begun, with the Iberians
already seen as the weakening participants in the race against the swiftly
rising powers of England, Holland and France. Navy had not yet resolved
into any firm concept of permanent standing navies. War at sea depended
upon any existing warships being hastily supported by armed merchantmen.

Sea fighting itself remained in its brawling infancy still heavily
influenced by galley fighting. Nowhere had there yet arrived any firmly
defined tactical rules for sea battle manoeuvre, or set rules governing use of
sail and wind in battle. Much less were there sustained ideas embracing
grand oceanic strategy. Ocean was still too large a vision for comfortably
adjusted existence in most Western minds, which were yet too obsessed
with the religious convulsions of Europe to be seriously distracted by a goal
still too abstract. Terrestrial conflict was the principal menace. Military
power, land fighting and armies, therefore naturally remained the
predominant concern, diminishing the role of navies and their professional
evolution. But since the struggles on land were seldom far removed from
the Atlantic coasts or the Narrow Seas of north-western Europe, the
Channel and the North Sea, it was in those confined waters that Western
naval development had to find its evolution.

All of Europe was convulsed by the last great surge of religious and
dynastic upheaval at the heart of which burned the bitter enmity between
Bourbon France on the one hand and the alliance of the Hapsburgs of
Austria and Spain on the other. Europe was plunged into crisis, and from
crisis into prolonged war. The conflict that raged from 1618 to 1648 became
known as the Thirty Years War, more cruel and savage than anything so far.



Out of that bloody upheaval would emerge a new Europe, and with it
new and different concepts of naval strategy. The Thirty Years War might
well be regarded as the signal period that delivered naval strategy to the
Western mind, bringing with it the concept that the deployment of naval
power could seriously hamper or affect the battle fortunes of the land, and
with it the fate of nations and the destiny of empires. And it restored the
Mediterranean to a central role in Western maritime history.

It was with France, however, under Louis XIII’s chief minister, Cardinal
Richelieu, that the strongest effort to restructure naval power was begun. He
laid down a programme for a fleet of some forty major warships, half of
them 34-to 40-gun ships. But Richelieu’s greatest contribution may have
been his innovating establishment of the principle of a navy on two seas,
with an Atlantic fleet at Brest and a Mediterranean force at the new naval
base he established at Toulon. France’s own Mediterranean naval strategy
was thereby set in motion, with dramatic impact when France finally
entered the Thirty Years War in 1635.

Richelieu had seen his new base at Toulon as a key to defeat of the
powerful Austro-Spanish armies that were fighting the Dutch in the
Lowlands and the Germans east of the Rhine and would be fighting the
French along their own German frontiers once France became fully
involved. Richelieu’s surprising and original strategy centred upon Toulon
as a means of cutting Spanish supply and reinforcement of its armies inside
Europe. For Spain the shortest route for maintaining her armies inside the
Continent was from Corunna up through the Narrow Seas to the Spanish
enclave of Dunkirk and on to the Spanish Netherlands (modern Belgium).
But that had become impracticable. The Dutch with their experienced and
belligerent navy controlled the Narrow Seas.

Denied the direct supply route through the Narrow Seas Spain’s
alternative route of reinforcement and supply had to lie through Genoa.
From there they passed to Milan and thence through various Alpine passes
to the valley of the Rhine. Toulon became Richelieu’s base for cutting
communication between Spain and Genoa, thereby undermining the whole
Spanish-Austrian campaign inside the Continent. That shift of the Brest
fleet to Toulon initiated the great strategic deployment that would prevail in
French naval policy in the future as it shifted fleets to match requirement: if
not Brest to Toulon, then Toulon to Brest. Toulon became a name, a
strategic determinant, to be coupled eventually with that of Gibraltar. The



two were to become the opposing points of critical strategic command in
the western basin of the Mediterranean. From the Straits to the Italian
peninsula they would create a maritime reach of ‘transcendent importance’
where, in Mahan’s memorable words, preponderant naval power
determined gigantic issues, swaying the course of history again and again in
successive wars of that century and thereafter when ‘it was not chiefly in
the clash of arms, but in the noiseless pressure by the navies, and largely in
the Mediterranean, that the issues were decided’.

In the Thirty Years War the western Mediterranean thus assumed a new
significance in the power struggles of Europe that it was never to lose.

In reply to the French example Charles I set out to match Richelieu’s
naval construction programme, the controversial expense of which was to
contribute to the circumstances that cost him his crown and his life. The
British navy’s real future was moulded by his usurpers. For revolution, civil
war and regicide in England were to deliver a wholly new concept of navy
and naval administration. New ideas and new commitment were infused by
the rigorous military minds that had come to control England’s
reconstituted Commonwealth destiny.

For the British, Oliver Cromwell and his soldier-generals fathered the
modern navy. Cromwell delivered to the quarterdecks of a new fleet of
ships military commanders, colonels who were called generals-at-sea, some
of whom were to establish themselves in the front rank of Britain’s greatest
sailors. It was these soldiers who set the English navy on its evolutionary
course towards its greatness in the century ahead, and who by deciding that
universal supremacy at sea was the navy’s rightful goal helped to mould the
particular prowess that went towards ensuring its achievement.

The unique distinction of Cromwell’s sailoring soldiers was that they
were to combine pride of seamanship with drilled military efficiency and
crisp tactical command, without imposing any distinction of land
commanding sea, which remained the inclination of the French and the
Spanish. With Cromwell there finally arrived the full commitment to a
standing navy. The established tradition of composing a navy in an
emergency by hurriedly arming merchantmen was abandoned. A standing
navy meant ships built by the state and maintained by it only for naval
purposes, the principal of which became defence of commerce. For Julian
Corbett no change in English naval history was greater or more far-reaching
than that. ‘It was no mere change of organisation; it was a revolution in the



fundamental conception of naval defence. For the first time protection of
the mercantile marine came to be regarded almost as the chief end for
which the regular navy existed, and the whole of naval strategy underwent a
profound modification in English thought...the main lines of commerce
became also the main lines of naval strategy...what they were really aiming
at was the command of the sea by the domination of the great trade routes
and the acquisition of focal points as naval stations.’L

The Dutch, with their command of Europe’s carrying trade and their
expanding colonial empire across the world, had shown the way, notably
with their seizure of the Cape of Good Hope. Their squadrons were
protectively posted wherever their trade moved. And it moved everywhere,
nourishing the wealth of their tiny state. The example was too powerful to
be ignored.

A new class of warship had emerged, the frigate, small, fast-sailing,
flush-decked ships that originated from the dockyards at Dunkirk where
design was affected by the demands for the privateering vessels built and
stationed there. Frigates were among the first ships ordered for the
Commonwealth navy, whose reconstruction had passed from the hands of
politicians to professionals. Aboard the new wooden walls pay and
conditions for sailors were improved.

After the turmoil of the Thirty Years War the Dutch republic, the now
wholly independent United Provinces, might have seemed to be the natural
ally of the English military republic. But the mercantile strength and naval
power of the Dutch had aroused both the ire and the envy of Cromwell’s
Commonwealth.

Released from the burden of war, Holland was left free to concentrate
upon the accumulation of wealth and power from its vast mercantile
resources. Its merchant fleet totalled ten thousand vessels employing
168,000 seamen. England scarcely possessed a thousand merchantmen. The
carrying trade of most of Europe, from the Baltic to the Levant, and
including much of England’s, was with the Dutch. They now had the
monopoly of the eastern trade, having seized many of Portugal’s Asian
possessions. They held the monopoly of trade with Japan. Their colonial
possessions in the East extended from India to include Ceylon and the
whole of the Indonesian archipelago. They had colonies in West Africa,
South America and, notably, held New Amsterdam in North America. In



1652 they seized the pivotal point of east—-west trade, the Cape of Good
Hope. Backing them was a strong navy led by experienced seamen.

All of this Cromwell was driven to challenge, despite a desire for a
compact between the Protestant states as a caution against the rising power
of France.

By 1653 England was at war with the Dutch, the first of three wars that
would follow in quick succession before the end of the century. With
Spanish sea power now in permanent decline, the English—Dutch wars
represented the beginning of the final process of elimination between the
three surviving naval powers, Holland, England and France, for command
of the sea.

These Anglo-Dutch wars were radically different from any that preceded
them, the real beginning of modern naval warfare. They changed the
tactical and strategic character of naval war and rivalry, being sea war
between equals, between sailors of the highest professional proficiency and
commitment, and fought within a confined sea space that demanded
exceptional tactical skill.

With these wars mercantilism had arrived in full, determining
manifestation. It would be the motor of a new age of oceanic commercial
rivalry dedicated to ruthless elimination of opponents. Mercantilism was the
conviction that oceanic commerce compelled narrow self-interest, the need
to overtake or drive out rivals in trade and colonial possession, and to deny
access wherever profits were greatest, particularly in the East and the
Caribbean. Mercantilism was the fever that had developed naturally and
ever more rapaciously through the seventeenth century as sea power
diversified and the Dutch, the English and the French as well as others
began intruding upon Spain and Portugal’s attempts at global exclusivity.
Elizabethan piracy and privateering had been mercantilism’s first offspring.
Established naval power became the next.

This first of the Dutch wars was an uneven affair. It saw the rise of the
foremost of the Dutch admirals, Tromp, de Ruyter and de Wit. They were
opposed by the British commander in chief Robert Blake and a new general
seconded to the navy, General George Monck. It was a war in which the
English and the Dutch were evenly matched in strength and seamanship.
But by concentrating on control of the vital approaches to the Dutch coast
the English cut off Dutch trade and brought Holland near to ruin. It was left



to Cromwell in 1654 to allow a generous peace, for fear of wholly ruining a
potential Protestant ally against France.

The Western world had come to yet another point of pivotal change.
Cromwell died in 1658. In 1660 Charles II was restored to the English
throne. A wholly different Europe had arisen from the destruction of the
Thirty Years War. The chaotic age of religious tumult and its savage wars
was over. Spain, the source of so much of it, was in rapid and permanent
decline. The power of the Austrian Empire too was crippled. Hapsburg
Austria, humbled by the defeat of its overambitious lunge for Continental
power, now found itself facing an ambitiously ascendant France to the west
and to the east continuing assaults against its empire from the Ottoman
Turks.

In France Louis XIV’s finance minister, Jean-Baptiste Colbert, set out to
transform France’s naval power and character as profoundly as Cromwell
had changed that of England. When Colbert took office in 1661 he
visualized a huge navy of ships ranging from twenty-four to 120 guns. In
1664, as Colbert’s vast naval programme was being laid out, the Dutch and
English were again at war. The English peremptorily seized New
Amsterdam, or New York as we now know it. There was no quibbling about
motive. General Monck laid it out bluntly: “What matters this or that
reason? What we want is more of the trade which the Dutch now have.’2
This short war stands as one of the most significant in naval history.

The circumstances were different from the last. The Commonwealth
Navy was now Charles II’s ‘Royal Navy’, with his brother, the Duke of
York, the future James II, as Lord High Admiral of England. Restoration
had brought demoralizing factional tensions within the navy. But Monck,
who had helped organize the king’s return from exile, was still afloat,
commanding the larger division of the battle fleet, with Prince Rupert, the
Duke of York’s cousin, the other division.

The war was fought in the Narrow Seas and essentially settled through
three battles, which together defined basic naval tactics for the next hundred
years. For it was this war that made visible, clearly and distinctly for the
first time, that grand vision of two battle fleets passing parallel in strict line
of battle while firing broadsides at one another: the Line. Naval warfare had
so far lacked any clear directional control. In action the impulse was
towards melee with the ships of the various squadrons breaking off into
individual engagement. Clear, firm instructions covering the movements of



a fleet in action were yet to emerge. But Cromwell’s soldier-admirals, with
their rigorous military minds, had made the first serious effort to approach
naval battle formation and tactical strategy as a matter of ordered, scientific
procedure that required strict compliance. Their instructions were issued in
1653 during the first Dutch war. One of these was that ‘all the ships of
every squadron shall endeavour to keep in line with the chief, unless the
chief be...disabled...Then every ship of said squadron shall endeavour to
keep in line with the admiral, or he that commands in chief next unto
him...” That battle code was amplified in 1666 by the Duke of York, who
strengthened the instructions for keeping the line. But it was only towards
the end of this second war that the line made its first full appearance before
a surprised maritime world. It did so with one of the greatest battles in naval
history: the Four Days Battle in the first week of June 1666.

Mahan described the battle as ‘the most remarkable, in some of its
aspects, that has ever been fought upon the ocean’.2 Certainly nothing was
ever to match it for horror and endurance: four days of near ceaseless
fighting, seven thousand dead, nineteen ships lost. Only at Jutland in 1914
would Britain suffer as severely.

The fleets were huge, the English with some eighty ships, the Dutch with
around one hundred. Fought in the Narrow Seas, in the waters bounded by
Dover and North Foreland and Calais and Dunkirk, the action veered
indecisively from one coast to the other over four days until it exhausted
itself, with the Dutch admiral de Ruyter having the better of the English in
the final action. The loss of the English over the four days was the greater
of the two, with five thousand killed and three thousand taken prisoner.
They lost seventeen ships. The Dutch lost two thousand men and two ships.
The English had had the worst of it but it was de Ruyter who preferred to
withdraw before carrying it into a fifth day.

The courage of the English was the more remarkable for the fact that the
Royal Navy under Charles was in a poor state. There was no money. The
sailors were hungry, rations were short. Pay was years in arrears.
Maintenance aboard ship and on shore had been low. Those conditions had
induced some three thousand English and Scottish sailors to sell their
services to the Dutch. Shamelessly and derisively they had shouted their
dollar price to their brothers from the decks of the Dutch ships.

What the battle would always stand for above everything else was its
vivid display of the new tactic of line. General Monck had at the start



signalled for ‘line of battalia’. The close-hauled ‘line’ thereafter was
performed with a skill and perfection that hardly suggested its novelty. One
French observer, the Comte de Guiche, marvelled at the admirable order of
the English. Nothing equalled their order and discipline, ‘leading from the
front like an army of the land’.

Line represented the final rejection of the lingering influences of galley
fighting. Right into the Four Days Battle the Dutch, like all others, still
preferred that for battle their ships should continue sailing in line abreast, as
galleys did, with consequent melee. But with the English the primacy of the
big gun had become established and they had come to put emphasis upon
their broadsides, which for maximum effect meant that gunfire should be
positioned directly opposite the enemy, a beam of it, that is, parallel to it,
unloading shot at its rigging and into its sides.

Why would the seemingly obvious have taken so long to evolve? The
idea of line was, nevertheless, old. The first suggestion of it had shown in
fighting instructions prepared by Sir Edward Cecil, one of Sir Walter
Raleigh’s commanders in the fleet Raleigh took to Guiana in 1617. Cecil
suggested that in action the whole fleet should follow the leading ship
‘every ship in order, so that the headmost may be ready to renew the fight
against such time as the sternmost hath made an end, by that means keeping
the weather of the enemy, and in continual fight until they be sunk...” But
the concept received little favour. Fighting instructions for a fleet remained
vague or absent. By 1618, however, it was plainly recognized that sea
fighting had changed from all times before. A Commission of Reform had
described the demise of galley traditions by reporting that ‘sea fights in
these days come seldom to boarding, or to great execution of bows, arrows,
small shot and the sword, but are chiefly performed by the great artillery
breaking down masts, yards, tearing, raking, and bilging the ships, wherein
the great advantage of His Majesty’s navy must carefully be maintained by
appointing such a proportion of ordnance to each ship as the vessel will
bear’.

There were sound reasons for line of battle by the time of the Dutch wars.
The sizes of navies and of ships were both at a stage of rapid growth.
Greater size of fleets brought forward the problem of battle confusion. The
smoke and melee arising from a denser concentration of ships locked in
battle than in former times made signals and instruction more difficult



during action. Huge opposing fleets produced intensive close action on a
scale never before experienced. This demanded order upon confusion.

The second Dutch war expired with a peace in which Britain
acknowledged the supremacy of Holland in the East Indies but retained
New York and New Jersey, thereby joining all her colonies along the
eastern seaboard of North America. It was an outstanding prize for a war in
which Britain could by no means claim to have been entirely victorious.
The greatest gift of the war, however, was line, shared by all.

Although the rest of the seventeenth century was convulsed by the
dynastic and military upheaval that accompanied the domineering ascent of
Louis X1V, it offered nothing to naval development. France had now been
raised to the height of the new power assembled for her by Colbert. Louis
XIV wanted sea power, colonial empire and dominance of oceanic trade.
France looked set for an eventual challenge to English ambition in all of
that. But by focusing on the Continental domination Louis forfeited what
Colbert was striving for on his behalf.

The final quarter of the sixteenth century saw Europe convulsed by its
greatest sequence of dynastic wars, the last of which, the War of the
Spanish Succession, changed the map of Europe and colonial possession.

The sickly Spanish king, Charles II, a Hapsburg, had died and in his will
declared Louis XIV’s seventeen-year-old grandson Philip, the Duke of
Anjou, to be his heir, possessing an undivided Spanish empire. Louis XIV
began to rule Spain from Versailles on behalf of the adolescent Philip of
Anjou, now Philip V of Spain. For England and Holland France’s command
over all Spanish possessions became intolerable provocation. On 15 May
1702, England, Holland and Austria declared war on France. This war, like
its immediate predecessor, was also to be a war of land battles, marked by
an absence of notable naval action, except for a single battle at the very end.

The Duke of Marlborough, in charge of the combined English and Dutch
forces, demanded a strong Mediterranean squadron to go out to seize
Toulon. The response by Sir George Rooke, the admiral appointed to
command the Mediterranean squadron, was obstructive. When early in
1704 Rooke unavoidably found himself in the Mediterranean his
performance initially was dismal. He made no show at Toulon. The French
fleet there under Admiral Comte de Toulouse had been reinforced by the
fleet from Brest. Rooke felt that the combined fleet was too powerful for his
squadron and retreated towards the Straits of Gibraltar where, peremptorily,



as if to compensate for the lack of anything to show before he returned
home, he seized Gibraltar, on 23 July 1704. That brought Toulouse with his
Toulon fleet down in an effort to recapture the Rock. He met Rooke off
Malaga. This, the only naval battle of the war, was hard but indecisive. The
combatants drifted apart and made no further contact, which was just as
well since Rooke had used up all his ammunition.

The Treaty of Utrecht concluded the War of the Spanish Succession in
1713 and, in addition, gave England the island of Minorca where Port
Mahon provided a key base from which to operate against Toulon.
England’s Mediterranean situation gained further advantage under Utrecht
as Spain lost Sicily and Naples to Austria, with Sardinia going to another
ally, Savoy. This meant further strategic limitation upon France and its navy
within the Mediterranean. Austria acquired the Spanish Netherlands, which
for England removed the fear of France on the Scheldt and the North Sea
coast. As icing upon the cake of prizes England had Nova Scotia,
Newfoundland and Hudson’s Bay ceded to her by France. The war had been
as costly to Britain as to the others, yet she had emerged from it wealthier
than before, her trade flourishing and her credit unsurpassed.

With France, however, the situation was bleak. Regardless of her
immense domestic resources, she was in a state of ruinous depression.
Reconstruction of the country’s naval and economic fortunes required a
long peace. Holland was the worst off. Her naval strength and commerce
had suffered badly from the war, the cost of which had drained her wealth.
She would never recover the commercial supremacy of the past two
centuries.

England had now become Great Britain: the union of England and Scotland
in 1707 had made it so. Usage of ‘England’ would now begin to fall away
in official though less so in common use. A new dynasty occupied the
English throne. Queen Anne died in 1714 and was succeeded by the
Hanoverian George I.

Britain could with much satisfaction review the evolution of her own
maritime accomplishments after such a tumultuous century. A standing,
professional navy was solidly established.

For all, a powerful new stream of history had begun to flow, and mingled
with it a different sense of the underlying power and significance of naval



strength.



II1

CENTURY

THE eighteenth century came in bearing the world, the hemispheres, the
oceans, in a frame different from any preceding it. The wars of the second
half of the seventeenth century had helped to obscure the larger, more
dynamic and steadily altering picture within the frame. The world looked
accessible in a way it never had before. Intensified commerce across the
seas carried sailors in a steadily denser throng across a wider hemispheric
range and their vividly communicated experience passed into the public
view and perception. The intimidation of global distance was gone.

As the century advanced the sailor, merchant and naval, became even
more distinctly a man apart from the rest. Marcus Rediker describes the
former in his fine study of the merchant seaman at mid-century: ‘In an age
when most men and women in England and America lived in small,
clustered local communities, the early eighteenth-century sailor inhabited a
world huge, boundless, and international. The seaman sailed the seven seas;
he explored the edges of the earth. He toiled among a diverse and globally
experienced body of workingmen, whose labours linked the continents and
cultures of Europe, Africa, Asia, and North and South America...The
seaman was central to the changing history and political economy of the
North Atlantic world.’! The merchant seaman would as likely as not be a
naval sailor at some point of his life, voluntarily or through impressment.
The range of the latter’s experience differed only in the rigidity of naval life
against the informality of the other. And, as Captain Basil Hall, a
contemporary memorialist, recorded of the naval sailor’s life: “His range of
duties includes the whole world; he may be lost in the wilderness of a three-
decker, or be wedged into a cock-boat of a cutter; he may be half fried in
Jamaica, or wholly frozen in Spitzbergen; he may be cruising during six
days of the week in the midst of a hundred sail, and flounder in solitude on



the seventh; he may be peaceably riding at anchor in the morning, and be in
hot action before sunset.’2

The outstanding fact of naval existence through most of the first half of
the new century was the absence of war between Britain and France. But
new forces were stirring across Western Europe.

Russia had become a Baltic power with the ability to influence this
principal source of essential naval supplies for Britain as well as the other
naval powers. From the Baltic came wood, tar, hemp and other
commodities required for the construction and furnishing of the modern
warship. Conflict in the region between the Ottoman Empire and Russia
during this period added a new threat to the balance of power. The conflict
with the Turks centred upon Peter the Great’s desire for the Sea of Azov
and the Crimea, which thereafter became a Russian obsession. Russia’s
domination of the Black Sea potentially meant increased Russian influence
into the Mediterranean. The Ottoman Turks thus entered into an entirely
new role and significance in the eastern Mediterranean. It was a factor that
would affect all Mediterranean strategies in the century ahead.

What balances would emerge in the eastern Mediterranean if the
Ottomans were decisively defeated there by the Russians? Not since the fall
of Constantinople had so many questions descended upon that ancient
basin. Similar concerns now existed in northern Europe as the Hohenzollern
dynasty began its ascent to power with the coronation of the reigning
Elector as Frederick II, King of Prussia. Prussia was spread in scattered
segments, with Berlin at its heart. Prussian enlargement and consolidation
therefore became an active Hohenzollern preoccupation. For Britain, the
new century brought in Prussia as a particular and peculiar problem because
of the Hanoverian dynasty newly established on the British throne.
Hohenzollern Brandenburg, the Prussian seat, adjoined Hanover, the
protection and sustaining of which was a foremost concern for the Hanovers
of Britain. This was an involvement that threatened to take Britain deep into
whatever boiled up through dynastic disturbance on the Continent in the
decades ahead. But the prospect of that was in abeyance as three decades of
comparative peace settled upon Europe and with it a broadly comfortable
diplomatic rapport between Britain and France.

France, meanwhile, was rapidly gaining commercial advantage. Her
maritime prosperity bounced back and the French colonies in the Caribbean
became the most successful and profitable there. Wealth flowed in with



French coffee, sugar and other tropical produce everywhere outpricing
British equivalents, which were as much as 30 per cent higher and
consequently driven out of Continental markets. French textiles similarly
displaced British in markets of the Mediterranean and the Ottoman Empire.
The intensity of French exploitation of the Grand Banks off Newfoundland
gave France a commanding lead in exports of salt fish to Europe. More than
five hundred ships manned by 25,000 seamen worked the banks, providing
France with a huge reserve of manpower for her navy in any future conflict.
Louisbourg, built during the 1720s on Cape Breton Island at Cabot Strait,
the southern entrance to the Gulf of St Lawrence, was the base for France’s
huge fishing operations on the Grand Banks as well as its thrust into the
continent. New France—a narrow, extended thrust into the continent from
the Gulf of St Lawrence—was the base from which France aimed to link the
settlements of the St Lawrence with Louisiana and the Gulf of Mexico.
Fortified posts were already being constructed along the Mississippi and the
intention appeared to be nothing less than encirclement and containment of
the thirteen British colonies. But it was a waterborne penetration that,
ultimately, was dependent upon the fortress of Louisbourg.

The French Empire in India was also expanding. Both the British and
French East India companies had established themselves on the
Coromandel-southern—Coast of India in the seventeenth century. France
had gained great strategic advantage on the Indian Ocean by occupying the
two main islands of Mauritius, which she called Ile de France and Ile de
Bourbon, and establishing a naval base that lay halfway along the passage
between the Cape and India, ideally placed for interception and patrol on
the Indian Ocean.

Reflective of this new rise of France was the increase of its mercantile
fleet. After Utrecht the French merchant marine had consisted of a mere
three hundred vessels. By 1735 it numbered 1,800, sixty of which belonged
to the East India Company. This astonishing revival of French commercial
fortunes spurred British resentment. Britain, meanwhile, was close to war
with Spain over mercantile confrontations in the Caribbean; they went to
war in October 1739. The Anglo-French truce ended as France moved to
support Spain, thus bringing to a close the comfortable relationship that had
existed with Britain since 1713. Finally, in 1744, France and England were
formally at war.



Forty years of naval inactivity between Britain and France dominated the
sudden prospect of war. Their navies had aged into decrepitude. The French
navy had only forty-five ships of the line and sixty-seven frigates against
the Royal Navy’s ninety ships of the line and eighty-four frigates. For both,
naval action was a distant memory. Absence of serious naval engagement
had frozen the Royal Navy’s outlook and imagination into rigid dependence
upon the last experience of it—the Battle of Malaga in 1704. Though Malaga
had been an undistinguished action, Rooke’s direction of the battle, through
lack of further example, had become established as the essential lesson for
all. And Malaga thus became for subsequent generations in the British navy
the rigidly entrenched format for naval engagement.

At Malaga Rooke’s ships had fought in line, as had the French. It was a
hard, uninspired, indecisive battle with both fleets passing abeam and
flinging tons of shot at one another. Rooke’s instructions required his ships
to stand to battle in carefully spaced line proceeding parallel to the enemy
line van to van, centre to centre, rear to rear, with each ship required to
contest its opposite number. Brilliant though the concept was at its historic
inception in 1666, there had been no serious revision of the tactic since
then.

As an Admiralty Standing Instruction at the approach of mid-century,
line was set with an inflexibility that denied any impulsive action. Its iron
rigidity barred any captain from breaking away from line for whatever
reason, whether to take prize of a ship that had lowered its colours or to
finish off a severely crippled opponent. There was licence for nothing other
than to fight one’s slot while following in the allotted place behind the ship
ahead. Change and adaptation were severely proscribed, despite the fact
that some of the deficiencies of line as a tactic practised in the Rooke
manner had been recognized even before Malaga. The matter had been
publicly argued just two years before Malaga. “What is your opinion of
fighting in line?’ a veteran seaman is asked by a younger, in an exchange
set down in a tract published in 1702. ‘I don’t approve of it at all...I’ll give
you my reasons against your line. When the fleets engage in a line,
supposing the admiral’s post to be in the centre and the fight be begun by
the windward squadron, the ship first begun can only be supported by its
second; for the admiral, by reason of the smoke, cannot see how to send her
convenient succour, for signals are useless soon after the commencement of
the action. Now when we fought without a line, every one made the best of



his way to engage the enemy. We looked for no signals, but when we saw
how one of our ships was overcharged by the enemy, we immediately bore
down to her assistance...’

What was lost was recourse to individual action, to melee. Line, up to
that time the greatest tactical evolution under sail, was thereby neutralized
to ineffectiveness, for nothing more was allowed to evolve from it. For yet
another four decades Admiralty Instructions were to deprive the Royal
Navy of inventive impulse, individual risk and originality. By scrubbing out
any possibility of individual action, Admiralty Instructions allowed nothing
for intuition, deductive reasoning or swift sea instinct. They padlocked the
naval mind. Without that, without the melee that invited it, there was no
decisive victory in naval battle. A frustrating paralysis thereafter sat upon
all naval engagement.

Malaga was the crippling legacy that lay upon the British commanders
when preparing for battle off Toulon, where in 1744 the British and French
resumed their naval confrontation. This was to be the only formal naval
battle of the war that had now begun.

A Spanish fleet had sought shelter at Toulon and been trapped there by a
British fleet cruising vigilantly off. On 19 February 1744 a combined
Spanish—French fleet put out from Toulon towards the waiting British fleet.
Against this combination the British admiral, Thomas Mathews, signalled
his ships to form line. Then, fearing that the enemy would escape, Mathews
followed his signal to form line with a second signal, to engage. He himself
broke from the line to engage the ship bearing the flag of the Spanish
admiral. The admiral commanding the British rear, Richard Lestock, made
no move to break from line, Some captains followed Mathews in breaking
from the line, while others lay back with Lestock. What ensued as Mathews
and some of the captains broke line to fight was the melee of individual
engagement, violation of the Admiralty’s Standing Instruction to hold to
line.

When at court martial Lestock was asked why he held back he declared
that he did so because the signal for line of battle was flying at the same
time as the signal to engage. As he saw it, he could not obey the latter
without disobeying the former. But from the start Lestock had never taken



up his proper station. Nevertheless, given the signal confusion, he had the
Fighting Instructions on his side.

Both Mathews and Lestock were difficult and unpopular characters.
Mathews was sixty-eight and had returned to sea only two years before
after an absence of sixteen years. Lestock was older and bitterly resentful
that the Mediterranean command had fallen to Mathews rather than himself.
As some saw it he set out to frustrate his commander. One historian of the
time believed that he should have been shot, describing him as ‘an artful,
vindictive disciplinarian’. Rodney, in a later verdict, said that Lestock
‘plainly showed that he meant to betray his country, even to his Admiral’.

In the event it was Lestock who got off free and Mathews who was
broken by court martial, though the king, believing that the admiral had
behaved bravely, refused to confirm the sentence. Eleven captains were put
on trial. Only two were acquitted. The majority of the accused were men
whose gallantry and service had never before been questioned.

It was specifically for his breaking of the line that Admiral Mathews was
cashiered. That he believed he had no other option and that he fought with
outstanding courage finally counted for nothing against the fact that he had
broken the foremost standing instruction of Admiralty, to hold the line. To
question that instruction therefore became a challenge to the entire naval
order, mutinous disloyalty even. That could be the only conclusion after
Toulon. It was a brutal lesson that went deep, as it was intended to. The
absurdity of it was magnified by the fact that licence for melee actually
existed under a different set of rules, those of ‘chase’, which allowed
freedom of individual and close action. Chase was the option if an enemy
force appeared to be escaping, or, as with convoys, the escorting men-of-
war were on widely distributed stations.

The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle that closed the war in 1748 brought the
curious formality of peace declared for a war that continued beyond
Europe. The lack of any clear outcome in North America and India was
where the struggle between Britain and France was maintained, regardless
of Aix-la-Chapelle. That meant on the oceans as well. Only thus could the
question of maritime supremacy and commercial dominance finally be
settled, something already well understood by the adversaries.

That phenomenon of waging war without there being a formal war while
maintaining the pretence of peace in Europe would now persist in India and



North America. From the end of one war in 1748 to the start of the next in
1756, the strife in those opposite corners of the world mounted steadily.

From the Coromandel Coast to Bengal and from Louisbourg through to
the Ohio and the Mississippi armed conflict slid into open war. Now, in the
forests and inland waters of North America, on the hot plains and mangrove
estuaries of Asia, the critical contests for the main prizes of colonial
mastery had begun.

The American colonials far outnumbered the French. They were tough,
pugnacious and made restless by the temptations of the vast continent that
lay beyond their narrow eastern seaboard settlements. But the French
sought to hem them in between the Allegheny Mountains and the sea. The
French dream was possession along a line from Montreal through Lakes
Ontario and Erie along the Ohio into the Mississippi basin and on down to
New Orleans. In 1753 the French began an attempt to establish their control
by building new forts and posts from the lakes down towards the Ohio
basin. Virginia colonists retaliated by building a fort at the forks of the
Ohio. The French seized it and named it Fort Duquesne, site of the future
Pittsburgh. George Washington led the retaliatory Virginian forces against
the French but was compelled to surrender.

The British government, fearing further French entrenchment west of the
Alleghenies, decided on an Atlantic response, intense activity having been
observed at Brest and other Channel ports. The quarrel over a small fort in
an obscure corner deep inside North America thus shifted to the seas. For
France, without naval strength to match British naval dominance, the dream
of aggressively boxing in the thirteen colonies by extending Canada to
Louisiana had never been realizable.

William Pitt, Earl of Chatham, had laid out that Britain, when faced by
the combination of Continental and Atlantic issue, should set absolute
priority upon the latter. By unequivocally declaring the primacy of Britain’s
maritime destiny over the demands of the Hanoverian connection, Pitt
became the dominating figure who at mid-century defined the course that
he saw as obligatory upon British power for the future of the nation. He was
driven to destroy the commerce and power of France as Britain’s only rival
and he saw French expulsion from Canada as the initial key to that. It was,
as Julian Corbett said, ‘a question of life and death between two empires,
and the continued existence of France as a maritime power’. Pitt’s ideas on
Canada had been rejected by the Duke of Newcastle, in whose government



he served as Paymaster of the Forces. His opportunity awaited him,
however, in the real war with France that both sides for their various
reasons still avoided formally declaring, even while furiously pitted against
one another in America, in the East and on the seas.

It was to be nearly a year before war would actually be declared. During
that time the French appeared to be preparing a large-scale invasion from
Brest and Rochefort, but they had other plans. They struck where the
British least expected it.

In April 1756 a French fleet convoyed 150 transports carrying fifteen
thousand troops and invaded Minorca. The British garrison there was
besieged in Port Mahon when French warships blockaded the harbour.
When news of the invasion reached L.ondon England declared war on
France, on 17 May. Thus began the Seven Years War.

A British fleet commanded by Admiral John Byng was at that time
already en route to help the defence of Minorca. He arrived at the island on
20 May to find it held by the French, though the British military were still
besieged in the fortress of Port Mahon.

The battle that followed was the first of what was at last formal war. It
was a success for the French and a fateful tragedy for the British, since the
demand for obedience to Admiralty Instructions on line was again involved,
highlighted this time by tragedy.



NAVAL TACTICS

I. THE DESCRIPTION OF ADMIRAL BYNG’S ENGAGEMENT WITH THE
FRENCH FLEET OFF MINORCA, MAY 20. 1756.=

38. B. (Plate VI. Fig. 1.) The British fleet, about one o’clock
afternoon, upon the starboard tack, and after they had
weathered the French fleet, F, then upon the larboard tack.

39. B. (Plate VL. Fig. 2.) The British fleet edging or lasking
down to attack the enemy, F, lying to, to receive them. (Vide
No. 18. 28. and 29.)

40. A. The van of the British obeying the signal, by bearing
away two points from the wind, but each ship steering upon
her opposite in the enemy’s line.

41. A. (Fig. 3.) The five headmost ships of the British line
brought to, and engaged in a smart cannonade, but not till
after having greatly suffered in their rigging by three
broadsides received from the enemy, during a course of some
miles, while, at the same time, they had it not in their power
to make retaliation. (No. 17.)

[Fig. 4 shows the British incapable of pursuing the French,
Fig. 5 indicating the French victorious.]
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The prevailing wind had created a difficult situation. The fleets were not
parallel when Byng gave the signal to engage. Instead they approached at
an angle of between thirty and forty degrees. That made it difficult for each
ship to engage its opposite, as was required by line. The whole line was
prevented from coming into action near enough at the same time. Byng
sought rigorously to cling to line in spite of near-impossible circumstances.
He stuck to it because the fate of Mathews at Toulon was heavily on his
mind. “You see that the signal for line is out,” he told his flag captain. ‘You
would not have me as admiral of the fleet, run down as if I were to engage a
single ship. It was Mr Mathews’s misfortune to be prejudiced by not
carrying down his force together, which I shall endeavour to avoid.” Thus



the rigid instructions on maintaining line stifled choice and initiative. Had
he in fact followed Mathews’s example and borne down upon the French it
might have been different. The outcome was indecisive, as it invariably was
with line, and Byng consequently withdrew his ships to Gibraltar. He was
sent home to face court martial for failing to defeat the French, but mainly
for failing to relieve the besieged Mahon garrison and consequently for the
loss of Minorca. He was acquitted of cowardice but nevertheless sentenced
to death by firing squad. The court recommended him to mercy but all
attempts to implement that failed. For that Admiral Lord George Anson,
head of Admiralty, was held largely responsible by many. The view of
Byng’s defenders was that, had Anson wished, he might have obtained the
royal pardon, but the loss of Minorca had caused great disturbance. And, as
one contemporary historian saw it, ‘Unquestionably, if Admiral Byng had
been acquitted by the court martial, much of the consequences of his
conduct would have been ascribed to the Admiralty, and Lord Anson must
have incurred a large share of public odium.’3

Byng was held prisoner aboard Monarque, lying at anchor off
Portsmouth. On 13 March 1757 he was told that he would be shot on the
forecastle the next day, to which he indignantly protested, ‘Is not this
putting me upon the footing of a common seaman condemned to be shot? Is
not this an indignity to my birth, to my family, and rank in the service?’

He was accompanied through his last night by friends and members of
his family. At six in the morning he ordered tea, his conversation easy and
cheerful: ‘T have observed that persons condemned to die, have generally
something to be sorry for, that they have expressed concern for having
committed; and though I do not pretend to be exempt from human frailties,
yet it is my consolation to have no remorse for any transaction in my public
character, during the whole series of my long services.’#

At eleven he walked across to the windows of the great cabin and
through a spying glass viewed the men crowding the decks, shrouds and
yards of all the ships that lay near. Byng’s protest had registered. The place
of execution had been changed from the forecastle to the quarterdeck.
Shortly before noon on the 14th he walked out from the Great Cabin
accompanied by a clergyman. He knelt on the cushion set for him, prayed.
One of his companions offered to tie a white handkerchief over his eyes but
Byng replied with a smile, ‘I am obliged to you, sir; I thank God I can do it
myself; I think I can; I am sure I can.” And tied it. He then dropped a



handkerchief he held in his hand, the agreed signal. A volley fired by six
marines killed him instantly.

A notable aspect of Byng’s trial and execution was that the French
marshal on Minorca, the Duc de Richelieu, sent a personal appeal to George
I1, declaring that he had watched it all, that Byng was blameless, and that
‘there can be no higher act of injustice than what is now attempted against
Admiral Byng, and all men of honour, and all gentlemen of the army are
particularly interested in the event’. The letter was entrusted to Voltaire to
deliver.

As Britain went to war with France, Prussia, breathing heavily over
Hanover, had become hostile. George Il demanded a defence of Hanover, in
spite of inadequate military resources. For Pitt, who now had command of
the war, that amounted to the subordination of Britain’s oceanic interests to
preservation of the House of Hanover on the Continent.

Britain turned to Russia. An alliance was concluded in which Russia
undertook to prevent the conquest of Hanover. The effect on Frederick was
dramatic. He immediately guaranteed the neutrality of the Electorate of
Hanover. England and Prussia signed an alliance in January 1756, just a few
weeks after the Russian agreement. With George II pacified Pitt had gained
the priority he wanted for Britain’s colonial and maritime interests. That fell
neatly into place in September when Frederick marched into Saxony,
precipitating war across the Continent. And, once more, against the logic of
her American and oceanic ambitions, France was drawn into European war,
just when her maritime forces and national energies were required to be
fully committed against those of Britain.

In July 1757 Pitt became Principal Secretary of State, with the absolute
control of the war. He began planning his American campaign. In February
1758, with Admiral Edward Boscawen in command, the first large fleet
convoying troops and supplies sailed for Halifax, Britain’s new naval base
on the Nova Scotian coast. Twelve thousand soldiers and as many seamen
formed a combined assault against Louisbourg that summer and the base
capitulated in July. The collapse continued point by point thereafter within
Canada. In India, meanwhile, French possessions began to fall to a
remarkable English East India Company employee named Robert Clive.



Faced by these calamities as well as by devastating raids on the Channel
ports and the destruction of their commerce and their navy, the French
recognized the disastrous error of attempting to fight an oceanic war as well
as a continental one. As ever, invasion appeared as a quick solution. It was
projected as an invasion far beyond anything ever contemplated before.
Fifty thousand men were to go into England, twelve thousand into Scotland.
Two fleets were to be assembled, one at Toulon and the other at Brest. The
Toulon fleet was to make it through the Straits of Gibraltar to augment the
one at Brest. But the Toulon fleet was broken by Boscawen off the
Portuguese coast. The Brest fleet of twenty ships of the line sailed for the
Clyde under Maréchal de Conflans. Its first destination, however, was the
Loire, where the transports were waiting. There, in Quiberon Bay on 20
November 1759, Admiral Hawke broke the French fleet, through
destruction, capture and putting the remnants to flight. It was the end of the
invasion.

Pitt was out of the government before the war ended, forced out by his
resistance to an early peace demanded by those bemoaning the rising cost
of the war. It was time for peace. The Treaty of Paris of 1763 brought
extensive changes to the map of global power. Britain got from France the
whole of Canada, Nova Scotia and Cape Breton Island, Minorca, Senegal,
Grenada, St Vincent, Dominica and Tobago. Restored to France were her
fishing rights on the Grand Banks, the Atlantic islands of St Pierre and
Miquelon, Guadeloupe, Martinique and St Lucia, and Goree in West Africa.
In India she got back Pondicherry and Chandernagore, though on an
unfortified basis. Britain now held the whole of North America, except for
Louisiana. France had got back the richest of her Caribbean islands and a
foothold in India. Could she restore her naval power? The answer was
already there.

France now appeared finally to have learned that neglect of her navy
during military involvement on the Continent was far too costly. An
unprecedented national cry for restoration of the navy had arisen across
France even during the war, with Louis XV’s minister the Duc de Choiseul
as its advocate and visionary. New, better and faster ships were built.
Dockyards and naval arsenals were raised to a high point of efficiency.
Stores of all kinds, including ship timber, were built up. Training of both
officers and seamen was improved. Ten thousand gunners were drilled
every week. A system of reserve training for seamen was established.



Britain could no longer make easy assumptions over the defeat of France,
in spite of the vast national rejoicing that her victories had brought. A
powerful new French navy partnered by the ever-mighty military power of
France meant that Britain remained as vulnerable from invasion across the
Narrow Seas. But Choiseul scaled down the imperial vision to the
practicable. There was no plan for recovery of Canada. The emphasis fell
upon the Caribbean, from where France had drawn so much wealth before
the war and which she now wished to revive. The diversity of her coasts
was one of her finest assets. So French policy focused now, as in the past,
upon the Mediterranean, where new forces were at work and where France
saw opportunity.

Tsar Peter III had died in July 1763, five months after the peace. His wife
Catherine, a powerfully minded German princess, had declared herself her
husband’s successor as Catherine II. Her ambitions for the expansion of
Russia were focused upon Sweden, Poland and Turkey: Sweden as her
Baltic rival, Poland for territorial enlargement, Turkey as historic menace in
eastern Europe and the obstacle to Mediterranean access and the Levant. Of
the three, Turkey became the greatest obsession, as it had been with her
predecessors. This time there was a difference, for it was swiftly coupled
with Catherine’s plans for a greater navy, the strategic outlook of which
would reach beyond mere challenge to Sweden for command of the Baltic.

Russia began to recruit British seamen. This infusion became a particular
naval phenomenon that would have no subsequent parallel elsewhere. More
than half the entire list of officers in the Russian navy were soon to be
British. As one historian of the subject put it, “The Russian navy may
almost be said to be the creation of British seamen.’2 A British admiral,
Samuel Greig, in fact a Scot, was to become known as the Father of the
Russian navy. There was no apparent discouragement from Britain where,
as usual at the end of a war, the navy was being demobilized, its manpower
paid off.

Russia simultaneously began its attempt to dominate Poland. War began
there in 1768. French forces went to the assistance of the Poles as French
diplomacy began working intensively at Constantinople against Russia.
Turkey declared war against Russia in the autumn of 1768, striking from
the Crimean peninsula on the Black Sea. The Russians sent an army into the
Balkans and occupied Bucharest. But the big shock to France was the
descent of a Russian fleet under its British admiral from the Baltic to the



eastern Mediterranean. Britain gave conspicuous assistance to the
expedition. The fleet of twenty ships of the line used Spithead to refit.
Russian soldiers landed and were drilled by British marine sergeants.

The fleet passed through the Straits of Gibraltar and was refitted and
stocked again at the British dockyard of Port Mahon. The Russian and
Turkish fleets met off Chios in July 1770. Under Admiral Greig and his
commanders the Turkish fleet was destroyed. Peace in 1774 gave Russia the
fortress of Kerch on the Sea of Azov. From there she had passage through
the straits connecting the Sea of Azov with the Black Sea. In effect, Russia,
with the aid of British seamanship, had obtained her access to the
Mediterranean. And with it she had become recognized as a naval power.

The French had observed all of this in anger and frustration. There was
nothing they could do about it, but they had their compensation elsewhere.
As this chapter closed another was opening on the other side of the world.

France, ruing the loss of Canada, found herself watching with satisfaction
as Britain sought to cope with rebellion in the thirteen colonies of the
American seaboard.

France had never been more ready for naval encounter, should it arise.
Choiseul had been dismissed from office in 1770 but his naval enterprise
was continued by his successors. Here, then, was grand opportunity for
France to balance the North American account. Aid and assistance passed
to the colonial rebels, followed by recognition of the independence of the
United States, notification of which London received on 13 March 1778.
War with France was inevitable.

France now had eighty ships of the line and 67,000 sailors on the
conscription books. Ten thousand gunners were drilled every week. Her
potential ally, Spain, had sixty ships of the line. Both had large numbers of
ships of other classes. It was the start of a desultory war at sea, hardly
comparable to the dramatic events on land. Nevertheless it was the sea
where the war was decided. As war between Britain and the Bourbon
kingdoms of France and Spain it was, uniquely, a purely maritime war. For
this time neither France nor Spain had distracting and debilitating military
involvement on the Continent. Their navies being powerful and technically
in better shape than Britain’s meant that Britain was on the defensive,
France firmly on the offensive.

For France it appeared to be the great opportunity against Britain too
long delayed, too often missed.



In March 1780, Rear Admiral Sir George Rodney arrived as commander
in chief in the Caribbean. Rodney was an unusual character: sixty-four
years old, irascible, suffering severely from gout, the usual eighteenth-
century penalty for extravagant living. He was a gambler who had found
himself exiled by his debts. He was in France at the start of the war and was
only able to return to Britain when his French host, Maréchal de Biron, in
typical chivalrous response of the ancien régime, undertook to pay his debts
after Rodney had boasted of his ability to deal with the French fleet, if he
were able to get back to Britain.2 Against this life of play stood the steadfast
naval character of the day, the quarterdeck martinet. In his gouty state
Rodney might not have appeared to be in top form for the West Indies
command, but his irritation with his own physical state of being, the ill-
tempered impatience it engendered, might have been what came to serve
him well. For it was possibly that personal irritation and aggravation that
acted upon a deeper irritation and impatience with the rigid tactical codes of
the navy he returned to. Rodney was about to become the embodiment of
the greatest revolution in naval tactics in more than a century.

At a time when challenge to everything on every level of human society
was either nascent or imminent it could hardly be surprising that the Royal
Navy should find, finally, that fighting in line was suddenly in question.

Naval actions ruled by line had proved indecisive, with enemy ships
neither captured nor sunk. Clear-cut victory had become evasive. Worse, the
French, in practising line, had adapted it to their own advantage, something
which the British appeared to facilitate.

Line of battle was fought either from the windward or the leeward
position. Windward was to have what was called the weather-gauge, the
advantage of the wind, allowing a fleet to steer down upon the enemy. The
fleet to windward was less affected by gun smoke, better situated for
observing signals. It was the aggressive tactic for attack, the one fixedly
preferred by the British. The French preference was leeward, downwind,
which offered several options for advantageous manoeuvre. Damaged ships
could fall back, giving place to others not yet in action. It was the more
defensive position, allowing easier retreat from battle, a principal reason
why line battle remained indecisive.



The British practice was to range each ship upon its opposite in the
enemy line. They therefore sought to place their line the length of the
enemy line, van to van, centre to centre, rear to rear for attack upon the
enemy’s van. To the French this was illogical, if not actually mad. In their
determined progression towards the enemy van the British line exposed
itself to the full fire of the French, with the British leading ships, or van,
taking the heaviest punishment. British ships were thus severely disabled,
particularly since the French tactic was to fire at masts and rigging,
destroying British motive power. The familiar experience was ‘the British
admiral, having his ships crippled in the first onset, never after was able to
close with, follow up, or even detain one single ship of them for one
moment’.

For the British what was so obviously missing from this now static form
of battle was the possibility of any form of close combat, the melee of old,
which could only come through ships breaking away from line to get near
or alongside an opponent. More important was lack of tactic that could
defeat French evasiveness by engaging them before they could fall away
and make off. The answer to all that was the painfully simple one of bearing
down upon the enemy line, breaking through it, and coming up on its lee to
attack from that other side. Why had the British, in the seventy-five years
since Malaga, demonstrated such a stubborn lack of insight to counter the
brilliant evasiveness of the established French battle plan? How long could
logic be defied? The response was to come from land as much as from the
sea.

The matter was put to the public in the middle of the War of the
Independence of the American colonies, expressed thus by the man who
caustically asked for the answers and then proffered them: °...it may be
asked, have the French ever effected anything decisive against us? Have
they ever, in any of these reencounters, taken any of our ships? Have they
ever, presuming upon their superior skill, dared to make the attack? No. But
confident in their superior knowledge in naval tactics, and relying on our
want of penetration, they have constantly offered us battle to leeward,
trusting that our headlong courage would hurry us on to make the
customary attack, though at a disadvantage almost beyond the power of
calculation; the consequences of which have always been, and always will
be, the same, as long as prejudices prevent us from discerning either the
improvements made by the enemy, or our own blunders.



“To be completely victorious cannot always be in our power; but, to be
constantly baffled, and repeatedly denied the satisfaction of retaliation,
almost on every occasion, is not only shameful, but, in truth, has been the
cause of all our late misfortunes.’Z

That comment was contained in the first detailed assessment and analysis
of British naval tactics ever offered to the broad public, An Inquiry into
Naval Tactics by John Clerk, another Scot. It made its first informal
manuscript appearance about 1780, to be revised and printed in 1782. It was
an astonishing work, for Clerk of Eldin had never been to sea.

Clerk offered detailed diagrammatic plates and observations on every
notable battle of the century since those of Mathews and Byng, but
particularly of those in the prevailing American War:

From these examples, it appears, that the attack, in every one of them,
without variation, has been made by a long extended line, generally from
the windward quarter, by steering or directing every individual ship of that
line upon her opposite of the enemy, but more particularly the ships in the
van, in preference to an attack upon the rear. That the consequences of this
mode of attack have proved fatal in every attempt, given the enemy an
opportunity of disabling our ships, and preventing us from coming close
alongside of them. Our ships have been so disabled, and so ill supported,
that the enemy have been permitted not only to make sail and leave us, but,
to complete the disgrace, have, in passing, been permitted to pour in the fire
of their whole line upon our van, without a possibility of retaliation on our
part. The cause, then, of these miscarriages, can never be said to have
proceeded from a fault in our shipping, and far less from a want of spirit in
our seamen.

For the naval establishment of the day the shock of Clerk’s work was in
his proposal that instead of holding rigidly to line in battle there should be
licence to make for the enemy’s line and break it for close action, to ensure
destruction, capture or flight. The value of line naturally remained. It
marshalled a fleet. But what Clerk was asking for was a flexibility that
allowed the option of close combat, melee, so long denied to the navy.
Melee could only be achieved by breaking line in order to break through the



enemy’s line, thereby sanctioning the individual impulse of any captain who
saw opportunity.

Clerk was fifty when the war began. His fascination with ships and the
sea had begun as a boy. The natural inclination to go to sea had been
quashed by his family because of heavy losses of other members at sea and
with the army. He spent much of his boyhood studying ships at Leith,
acquired and made models of ships which he sailed on waters in the
grounds of his father’s estate, drew knowledge from those of his family still
at sea, and ‘courted connexion with other professional seamen and
shipbuilders, of all ranks and capacities, wherever they were to be met
with’. As he matured, Clerk cross-examined all those he could on the
battles and actions of the period and studied the offical despatches and
courts martial. He had also begun composing diagrams of fleet and ship
movements. Small models of ships were constantly in his pockets, ‘every
table furnishing sea-room sufficient on which to extend and manoeuvre the
opponent fleets at pleasure; and where every naval question, both with
respect to situation and movement, even of every individual ship, as well as
the fleets themselves, could be animadverted on—in this way not only fixing
and establishing my own ideas...’

Clerk was rash in claiming to be the originator of ‘breaking the line’, for
what had struck him had already also struck some of the most capable naval
officers, notably Rodney. It was at Maréchal de Biron’s table, Rodney
subsequently said, that the idea of breaking the line first occurred to him.
The extended ease of after-dinner speculative exchange apparently
produced another similar occasion, in London, where Rodney was said to
have once outlined the manoeuvre with an ‘arrangement of two hostile
squadrons of cherry stones’.2

Clerk’s lack of sea experience had made him hesitant about publishing
his work, although his ideas had already begun to find a wider private and
influential audience. In 1780 he claimed to have got a copy of his
manuscript delivered to Admiral Sir George Rodney before Rodney sailed
to take up his West Indies command. Clerk maintained that the manuscript
accompanied Rodney to the Indies. As with all aspects of what became one
of the most partisan controversies in naval history, certainly of its day, there
was to be some strong witness against those claims, although Rodney
himself provided notes to a later edition of Clerk’s Inquiry.



Rodney’s first attempt to implement breaking the line was in his
encounter with Admiral de Guichen off Dominica on 17 April 1780.

It was a hard, confused and indeterminate fight, brilliantly conducted on
both sides as each fleet sought advantage on a light wind and Rodney and
de Guichen intelligently read the other’s battle intentions. Rodney
subsequently said that de Guichen was the opponent he most admired.

The French fleet fought in an extremely extended line, the British in
closer drawn formation. Rodney intended to use this difference to his
advantage. He wanted to throw his whole force against the enemy’s rear and
centre. His tactic was to change the character of his line by reducing the
distances between his ships in contrast to the greater distances between the
French ships. That would help to concentrate his attack on the French rear.
By falling upon first one portion of the French fleet he could cut it off. As
Rodney saw it, the French centre and the rear would have been savaged
before the French van could have come about again to help.2

Once he had his fleet sailing compactly in line ahead positioned abreast
of the enemy’s rear Rodney signalled that every ship should break off and
steer for the ship directly opposite in the enemy’s line. But his captains
instead adhered to the principles of line as they understood it. Rodney’s lead
ship, instead of attacking the rear of the French line as Rodney wished, put
on canvas and made towards the French van. Others followed her example.
Rodney’s plan disintegrated into disorder and confusion.

As if in violent demonstration of his rage against the disobedience of his
captains Rodney threw himself into battle with remarkable ferocity, putting
three French ships out of the line. His own ship lost its foremast and had
some seventy men killed or wounded. By contrast, some of his captains
never fired a shot during the engagement.

Rodney blamed his captains, they blamed him. A prime fault was a lack
of the proper signals for his differing instructions, and lack of any standing
model for his radical ideas. There were no court martials. There were too
many conflicting accounts, the situation itself too controversial. Cutting the
enemy’s line or massing the greater part of the force of a fleet against only
the rear squadron of the enemy line, both of which appear to have been in
Rodney’s mind that day, were certainly not part of the Standing Instructions
his captains possessed.

A bitter Rodney nevertheless regarded his subordinates thereafter with an
avenging eye and, describing his attitude to them after the de Guichen



battle, remarked that ‘after their late gross behaviour, they had nothing to
expect at my hands but instant punishment to those who neglected their
duty...admirals as well as captains, if out of their station...” But subsequent
naval historians would see in the episode the lingering intimidating shadow
of Mathews and Byng in the minds of the officers and, on top of that,
corruption at an Admiralty where ‘every one feared that blame would be
shifted on him, as it had been on to Byng...The navy was honeycombed
with distrust, falling little short of panic. In this state of apprehension and
doubt, the tradition of line of battle, resting upon men who...had seen
officers censured, cashiered, and shot, for errors of judgment...’1%

The end of that enduring constriction upon the naval mind and
imagination was imminent. The hold that line possessed upon the navy
nevertheless produced one more disastrous consequence to lay against line’s
morbid history since 1704.

In North America the British invasion of the southern states had seen
forces under General Cornwallis driven steadily back northwards until
Cornwallis decided to make his stand at Yorktown on the southern cape of
the Chesapeake. There he found himself invested by land and sea. The only
hope for reinforcements was by sea. But the French admiral Comte de
Grasse was determined to prevent this. He reached the Chesapeake with
twenty-eight ships of the line at the end of August 1781. Another fleet
under Comte Barras, meanwhile, sailed from Newport to reinforce de
Grasse.

Admiral Thomas Graves sailed from the Hudson with more than twenty
ships to help Cornwallis. Aware that de Grasse was at sea and that Barras
hoped to join him, Graves sought to arrive before the two Frenchmen could
combine their fleets. He arrived off the capes of the Chesapeake in the
morning of 15 September 1781 and was unpleasantly surprised to find de
Grasse’s fleet at anchor at the entrance to the bay, lying between the middle
ground and Cape Henry.

There followed an extraordinary set of tactical moves from Graves. Half
the French sailors were ashore when Graves hove up. Instead of sailing to
attack the anchored French ships and entering the Chesapeake to relieve
Cornwallis, which he could have done without difficulty, he lay off. De
Grasse, once his sailors were on board, sailed out to meet Graves. This
alone provided Graves with rare opportunity since the French ships had to
tack out slowly from a difficult situation. Their van was painfully



vulnerable. Graves could have picked them off in turn as they came out and
destroyed the van squadron before the rest were out. Instead he waited to
engage the French formally, by line.

This meant that battle started only late that afternoon. After heavy mutual
destruction the action broke off. For five days the two fleets drifted in sight
of one another out at sea off the capes. In this stalemate they remained until
de Grasse calculated that Barras had arrived in the Chesapeake, which he
indeed had. De Grasse went in. Faced by the combined fleet of thirty-six
ships Graves sailed away, leaving Cornwallis to his fate. On 19 October
Cornwallis capitulated. De Grasse’s squadron had ensured victory at
Yorktown for the colonial rebels. One verdict on Graves’s actions is
representative of the general reaction to it that followed: ‘Had Admiral
Graves succeeded in capturing that squadron, it would have greatly
paralyzed the besieging army (it had the siege train on board), if it would
not have prevented its operations altogether; it would have put the two
fleets nearly on an equality in point numbers, would have arrested the
progress of French arms for the ensuing year in the West Indies, and might
possibly have created such a spirit of discord between the French and
Americans as would have sunk the latter into the lowest depths of despair,
from which they were only extricated by the arrival of the forces under De
Grasse.’L Or, as the American naval historian Admiral Samuel Eliot
Morison put it, ‘without De Grasse’s victory off the Virginia capes, it is not
Cornwallis’s capitulation but Washington’s that history would have
recorded at Yorktown’.

It was this exemplary example of the hold that line exercised upon the
naval mind that finally persuaded Clerk of Eldin to go public with a printed
edition of his Inquiry into Naval Tactics. Here finally for all to consider was
a public plea for manoeuvres of ‘greater ingenuity’, for the navy to go to
battle in a manner that would ensure decisive action. Off Dominica in 1780
Rodney had failed to implement the tactic of breaking the line but two years
later, almost to the day, on 12 April 1782, he brought it into history. This
was again in the West Indies, where the greater part of naval action of the
American War of Independence was concentrated because of dependence
by all upon their wealth there.

The force was as great as any that had yet been assembled for naval
battle. The British fleet had thirty-six ships of the line, the French thirty-
four. The French ships were larger, more powerful and faster. They met



between Guadeloupe and Dominica, in the vicinity of a group of islands
known as the Saints.

Line was formed at daybreak on 12 April, after a two-day chase. Half an
hour before the action started Rodney, his flag captain Sir Charles Douglas,
a post captain, Lord Cranstoun, and the surgeon Sir Gilbert Blane, were at
breakfast aboard the flagship Formidable. Blane, in his account of the day’s
events, said that in discussing their position it became clear that, if they held
to the tack on which they were sailing close-hauled, they would inevitably
converge with the French line and necessarily pass through it. Rodney
‘visibly caught the idea’, Blane said, ‘and no doubt decided in his own mind
at that moment to attempt a manoeuvre at that time hitherto unpractised in
naval tactics’.

For twelve hours the two fleets lay in their parallel lines pounding at one
another, a brutal ceaseless fire that, with hardly any wind, practically
obscured sight of all but the closest. As the wind freshened and the smoke
cleared the French line was seen to be more disordered than the British. A
gap existed at the centre of the French line. Instead of waiting for the
French to re-form their line Rodney left his own line and steered his
flagship for the gap. Others followed his example. The result was melee
and, at the end, decisive victory.

Blane was on Rodney’s quarterdeck throughout. Victory was decided,
Blane said, the moment Formidable broke the French line. The signal for
line was hauled down and ‘every ship annoyed the enemy as their
respective commanders judged best, and the French struck their colours in
succession’. So there it was: after seventy-six years of obdurate insistence
upon holding to what stood simply because it had become the rule, the
Royal Navy had found the solution to its frustration with indecisive action,
hitherto the only outcome of battle, however furious the spirit and courage
expended. With his own relief, Blane expressed what now fell upon all: “...
it has generally been the fashion of late...to ridicule as vulgar and
groundless prejudice, the opinion of our being superior to our neighbours in
naval skill and courage; and of this I was more than half persuaded
myself...” It was a rare moment.

For once there were captured ships to display, including the flagship with
de Grasse on board. De Grasse’s fleet had been formed to carry an
expedition against Jamaica. Part of the land force, its artillery and
ammunition were aboard some of the captured ships. With that and with de



Grasse sitting prisoner in Rodney’s stern gallery, the victory was as
complete as any could be.

Did the Battle of the Saints, as it came to be known, owe its success and
fame to Admiral George Brydges Rodney’s own touch of genius, or had he
been influenced by Clerk of Eldin’s ideas? The question was to inflame
naval and public discussion of the Battle of the Saints across the next
generation. When news of the victory at Saints and the method of it reached
Britain four months later Clerk’s immediate response was to claim to have
been the inspiration for breaking the line. But Clerk’s claim that when
Admiral Rodney sailed for the West Indies in January 1780 he carried the
Scot’s manuscript with him was denied by close friends of Rodney’s.

Off the Saints in 1782 there was no apparent forethought by Rodney that
he intended using such a tactic. He gave no indication of anything like it to
his officers, unless one accepts Blane’s breakfast-table incident. Everything
leading up to the historic breaking of the French line was preceded by
absolute adherence to convention. The only signals were for battle and
close battle. The British fleet stood in a line that Rodney’s flag captain Sir
Charles Douglas described as ‘one of the best lines of battle I ever saw’.
According to Douglas Rodney’s action sprang wholly from the sudden
surprise of a break in the French line and the opportunity it instantly
suggested. Mahan, writing a century later, described Rodney as belonging
‘rather to the wary, cautious school of the French tacticians than to the
impetuous, unbounded eagerness of Nelson’,12 adding, however, that
Rodney, ‘meant mischief, not idle flourishes’. But the impetuosity of
Rodney’s drive through the French line might surely have sprung from that
other side of his character, a gambler’s impulse. All the cards were
suddenly his, and he played them.

Rodney or Clerk? Ultimately there seems little point to any argument, for
Rodney it was who first broke line, who was in a position to do so, did so,
and who remains the hero of it. Clerk was a genius who brought an original,
wide and necessary questioning of the established and seemingly
unassailable (Nelson for one was to become a keen student of Clerk’s
theses). The two should therefore be seen together as the outstanding
characters who loosened forever the restrictive inflexibility of what was
known as Standing Instructions and thereby brought enlightenment for a
new and different naval generation. The undismissible importance of Clerk
was that his work was in print for all to read and debate.



The British were obviously not in a cheering mood at the end of the
American War. Nevertheless, the war had given them a unique gift for the
future. For the younger generation of commanders the fall of Standing
Instructions was a new beginning that shone upon the future. Naval warfare
had entered the Age of Reason. They had been delivered freedom of action,
the concept of individual risk and intuitive judgement. For the moment,
more could not be asked.



IV

DECADE

THE Treaty of Paris, signed in September 1783 at Versailles, gave the
United States its independence and became one of the great markers in
history for what it closed, but perhaps more so for what it opened. If one
were required to define the particular period that marked the onset of the
modern age it would be difficult to quarrel against the decade between the
years 1783 and 1793, between the formal end of the American War of
Independence and the start of the Great War.

The ten years between these dates offer the start of the turning of the
Western world, with rapid and profound change affecting every aspect of
life and outlook, politically, philosophically, morally, economically,
productively, scientifically and aesthetically. Across every form of public
cognizance and sensibility a new consciousness took hold, seemingly to
displace all that had gone before. It was the unprecedented nature of the
American War, a new Atlantic state and the shock of triumphant rebellion
and its inflaming republican principles that gripped the Western nations as
formal peace was concluded amid the mirrors of Versailles. But in 1793, at
the end of the decade, Versailles was a hollow shell, emptied of its Bourbon
grandeur, the proclamation of the earlier republic having been superseded
by the precipitous arrival of another quite different republic, militant and
hostile to all that challenged it.

The foundations of the apparently changeless and immovable had been
shaken and began to shift. In those last days of the ancien régime the
symbol of a virile new nation across the Atlantic, commercially active,
productively self-sustaining, potentially powerful and morally triumphant,
was a bright new political and social headland blazing democratic example.
The singularity of that was immediately matched by political drama in the
Old World as well. For the triumph of American idealism, having crossed
the Atlantic with the returning battle fleets, had brought immediate



incitement to an established and already active political radicalism in both
Britain and France. The intensifying ferment took a different form in each.

In France the pace was to be faster and more politically violent, carrying
the nation inexorably towards the fall of the Bastille on 14 July 1789 and
with it the start of the French Revolution. Movement had come there earlier,
though inexorably, as Alexis de Tocqueville described: ‘Some thirty or forty
years before the Revolution...a change came over the scene...every
Frenchman was dissatisfied with his lot and quite decided to better it. And
this rankling discontent made him at once impatient and fiercely hostile to
the past; nothing would content him but a new world utterly different from
the world around him.’1

Much the same could be said of Britain. In Britain it was all at different
speed though equally irreversible momentum. Society and governance were
being carried through sudden breaches of the established order towards a
future that from 1783 began to impose itself ever more emphatically.

For Britain the end of the old and the beginning of the new came with the
signing of the preliminary Anglo-American articles of peace on 30
November 1782. Between that formality and the conclusive one to follow at
Versailles, Britain was compelled to absorb the impact of its losses.

There was little room for optimism in the land through 1783 as the
protracted writing of the final treaty of peace continued. The shock of
losing America at first appeared incalculable. The largest and most valuable
part of the British colonial empire had been lost and gone with it, so it
seemed, was the biggest and most important market for British
manufactures.

The prevailing pessimism was expressed in a dismal summary of the
state of the nation offered in February 1783, by young William Pitt,
speaking as Chancellor of the Exchequer. The fabric of naval supremacy, he
declared, ‘was visionary and baseless’. The ‘memorable era of England’s
glory’ belonged to the past. The nation now lay ‘under the awful and
mortifying necessity of employing a language which corresponds with her
true condition; the visions of her power and pre-eminence are passed
away’.2

More such recriminative bitterness flooded parliament. As one voice
cried out to the Commons in March 1783, ‘It had been easy to foresee that



American independence must tend to great convulsions in our commerce,
the emigration of manufacturers, the loss of seamen, and all the evils
incident to a declining country. The hour of calamity has now come.’ The
Americans, he continued, must ‘in a course of years possess themselves of
the carrying trade. Thus the kingdom must gradually lose its great nursery
of seamen, and all the means of manning ships in times of emergency, and
thus decline and languish during peace, and be helpless and dependent
during war.’2

Whatever the manning loss to the Royal Navy, always so dependent upon
the press gang, fear of the Americans as maritime trading rivals was sound.
The coastal-living Americans had already demonstrated a superior ability as
a seagoing people. Their own expansive merchant fleet and privateering
operations during the war had amply demonstrated that. So had the exploits
of John Paul Jones, the American naval commander who had brought his
personal war to the Narrow Seas.

Such dramatized anguish sounded against every basic premise implanted
in every Briton concerning the nation’s existence and survival. Never before
had so little faith been expressed in, so little credit been given to, the naval
and mercantile future of Britain. It was a memorably bizarre grief.

As if to underscore this sense of national tribulation, parliament had
already been informed of ‘an extraordinary event’. Lying in the Thames
while this talk was going on was an American ship with ‘the thirteen stripes
flying on board’. It seemed to have arrived to press home all the fears being
expressed. The ship had offered to enter at Custom-House but as peace was
not yet formal ‘the officers were at a loss how to behave’ .2

In face of so much pessimism, confusion and bitterness parliament
refused to allow Pitt to pass a bill that granted Americans unrestricted trade
with Britain, in spite of strong argument that the practical common sense of
such a measure was more realistic than the fears of the cost to British
carrying trade. For no other nation, the House was assured, could supply on
better terms the Manchester and Birmingham manufactures that the
Americans required. Apart from that, the American states were in greater
need of credit than any time before. That could be had only in Britain. The
French, who had previously given the Americans credit, were bankrupt.2

The political state of Britain and its parliament in 1783 appeared as
agonizing and uncertain as the economic situation. The political turbulence
that had marked British political life during the American War had



produced a growing tension between George III and those who had opposed
the war and who subsequently converted that opposition into a campaign
against personal government by the king. Since his accession George had
sought to maintain royal authority over parliament. The challenge to that
had become a dominant note of British political life, led by Charles James
Fox. Fundamental to Fox’s political stance was liberty of parliament, the
nation and the individual. With parliament that meant that the leader
favoured by the majority in the House of Commons governed the nation,
not the king.

In 1783 the coalition government of Lord North and Fox ran foul of
George III over a bill for a new form of governance of India.
Commissioners for India would be appointed or dismissed by parliament,
not by the crown. The king saw it as violation of his constitutional right.
After the Commons passed the India Bill, George III allowed it to be known
that any who then helped pass the bill in the House of Lords would be his
‘enemy’. Within twelve hours of the bill’s consequent defeat in the Lords on
17 December 1783, the king dismissed the government of Fox and North
and offered the government to William Pitt. On 19 December 1783 William
Pitt became the youngest Prime Minister in history. Pitt had to establish
himself on a stronger footing than as head of an interim government called
to office by the king. Early in 1784, he called a general election that would
decide whether he or Fox would lead the land.

Pitt’s victory was decisive and in May 1784 he began a prime minister-
ship that would manage the fortunes and survival of the nation across one of
the most compelling spans of historic change that the world has seen.

In his own manner Pitt was as dedicated to parliamentary reform as
Charles James Fox. He just went about it in quieter style. Above all his
would be a parliament dedicated to economic and administrative reform.
Within three years of taking office the national revival guided by Pitt was
effacing the gloom and losses of the American War, in counter to his own
dismal predictions of February 1783.

Pitt had been the younger and favourite son of his masterful father,
William the elder. Tall, lanky, withdrawn, he was described by one
colleague as ‘without elegance or grace...cold, stiff, and without suavity or
amenity. He seemed never to invite approach, or to encourage acquaintance,
though when addressed he could be polite, communicative, and

occasionally gracious. Smiles were not natural to him...’®



Whatever else he was, William Pitt was certainly very much a child of
the world and of the age in which he lived. In France and Britain the
Enlightenment had hardened from philosophical prospect into the firmer
practicalities of the Age of Reason. The gospel of Rousseau’s Social
Contract, ‘man is born free and everywhere he is in chains’, was
superseded, in Britain particularly, by the greater realism and wider appeal
of Thomas Paine’s more precisely enunciated Rights of Man with its cry for
universal suffrage and the abolition of monarchy. Pitt was hardly a disciple
of Paine. But all those determining influences nevertheless were upon him,
as they were on his whole generation, and as his impact upon the
independence of parliament would demonstrate. He became an ardent
supporter of the crusade to abolish slavery, was a disciple of Adam Smith
and a devoted reader of Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, so
propitious to that time with its classical account of the rise and fall of
dynastic power. And it was Gibbon who, writing from Switzerland, hailed
the ‘revolution’ of Pitt’s election in phrases that seemed to leap from
Gibbon’s own masterwork: ‘A youth of five-and-twenty, who raises himself
to the government of an empire by the power of genius and the reputation
of virtue, is a circumstance unparalleled in history, and, in a general view, is
not less glorious to the country than to himself.’Z

The decade that Pitt and his coevals of the age would command was
already offering vastly more than political change. Economic success was
also being drawn from new sources that were increasingly visible all across
the land. New inventions and machines affected agriculture and industry
alike, with accompanying shifts of population. The year 1783 itself marked
the first significant acquisition of steam engines by a small number of
industries. In 1785 the steam engine began spinning cloth. Its use soon
extended to flour and other mills. In 1784 a rolling process for large-scale
coal-fuelled production of iron was invented thereby ensuring iron as the
basic material of the industrial revolution.

Industry required finance and transport. After 1780 banks began rising
rapidly in number, in the country especially. By 1784 there were more than
one hundred country banks in England alone. To emerging industry they
offered deposit facilities, credit, transfers of money, paper money, bills of
exchange. But goods, like money, needed to move. The canal age had
already begun. Through the 1780s a network of canals spread across



Britain, allowing easy communication between production centres as well
as from inland to the seaports. Roads were simultaneously improved.

In 1783 striking comparisons were drawn in the Gentleman’s Magazine
between that present and the recent past. It was an image of a faster, looser,
more prosperous and more secular world.

In 1763, it said, one stagecoach set out once a month from Edinburgh for
London, a journey that took fifteen days. By 1783 there were sixty
stagecoaches monthly from Edinburgh to London, fifteen every week, and
they reached the capital in four days.

In the year 1750 Hackney coaches were plain, awkward, clumsy things,
hung by leathers. At present they are almost as handsome as those
belonging to people of fashion. At that time country gentlemen and their
families kept at home, or made a journey once a year with a Pair of dock-
tailed horses; whereas now they spend all their fortunes in London, and
drive hunters 100 guineas the pair. Fashions in the former period did not
reach any place 50 miles from London, till they were nearly out: now they
travel down in coaches and diligences in a few hours...Formerly citizens
wore round wigs, and worsted stockings: now nothing but queus and silk
hose are worn by their apprentices and porters...The number of merchants

at that time was very small...Now merchants are as numerous as clerks; and

their families are emulous in dissipation.?

Edinburgh was marked as a city that particularly reflected the
phenomenal changes that were affecting Britain in the second half of the
century.

In 1763 it was fashionable to go to church...Sunday was strictly observed
by all ranks as a day of devotion, and it was disgraceful to be seen in the
streets during the time of public worship...In 1783 attendance on church is
much neglected...The streets are often crowded in the time of worship, and,
in the evenings, they are shamefully loose and riotous. Family worship is
almost totally abolished...It may now be said that the generality of young
men are bold in vice, and that too many of the young women assume the



meretricious airs and flippancy of courtezans...In 1763 a young man was
termed a fine fellow who, to a well-informed and accomplished mind added
elegance of manners, and a conduct guided by principle...In 1783 a fine
fellow is one who can drink three bottles...who swears immoderately, and
before ladies, and talks of his word of honour; who ridicules religion and
morality, as folly and hypocrisy...who is very jolly at the table of his friend,
and will lose no opportunity of seducing his wife.

Duelling, understandably, was common.

In such a free climate crime was rampant, in the country and on the
highways as much as in the city. Retribution was harsh. Hanging, drawing
and quartering was still on the books for the military. Burning on the stake
lingered, for counterfeiters. ‘Nine malefactors were executed before the
debtors door at Newgate...They behaved in a decent manner...The woman
for coining was brought out after the rest were turned off, and fixed to a
stake and burnt, being first strangled by the stool being taken from under
her.” There was no lessening of severity for the young. ‘Were executed
before Newgate...Joseph Wood, aged fourteen, and Thomas Underwood,
aged fifteen, for robbing William Beedle, a lad of twelve years old, of a
jacket, shirt, waistcoat and five pence in half pence...’

The Gentleman’s Magazine in this unique review added of 1783 that
‘convicts under sentence of death in Newgate, and the gaols throughout the
kingdom, increase so fast that...England would soon be marked among the
nations as the Bloody Country’.

There were wondrous new spectacles, however, more compelling than
the mass turnout for executions.

Man was in the air. Flight was everywhere, first in France and then in
Britain and America. On 7 January 1785 a Frenchman, J. P. Blanchard, and
an American, Dr John Jeffries, made the first flight across sea. They took
off from Dover for Calais in a gas-filled balloon.

The serenity and composure visible on the countenances of these two
extraordinary characters, the display of two beautiful flags, the Red Ensign
of England and the Royal Standard of France, the elegance of the little
wherry that sustained the passengers...the stupendous magnificence of the



balloon itself, with the sun-beams full upon them, was a sight which leaves
all description at a distance...The salutations from the Castle, the Beach,
the Forts and the Town were general, and gracefully returned by the two
Aeronauts, moving their hats and waving their flags...At the distance of
about half seas over they descended so rapidly, that the spectators were
exceedingly alarmed...but in a few minutes they were relieved from their
apprehension by their ascending higher than before...the sky was so clear
that the French land and town of Calais were plainly discernible, and the
eye scarcely lost sight of the Voyagers for near an hour and a half, and with
good glasses they were seen till safe within the opposite coast...Philosophy
may hereafter improve this science, and accommodate Balloons to some
useful purpose, and less astonish the world; but all future ages must applaud
the abilities, and admire the cool, intrepid, determined conduct of these two
men, who first crossed the Ocean suspended in ethereal regions by the

power only of inflammable air.2

Aeroflation, the French called it.

The future was being opened on and below the water as well. In 1783 the
Marquis de Joffroy d’ Abbans ran a steam-powered craft for fifteen minutes
on the River Saone. In 1787 James Rumsey of Maryland propelled a boat
with steam pressure on the Potomac. Other experiments with steam-
propelled craft followed hard on one another. Already in the American War
a rough form of ‘submarine navigation’ had been attempted by an
American, David Bushnell, with a craft called American Turtle that nearly
succeeded in damaging a British warship in New York. Throughout the
1780s, another American, Robert Fulton, was working on an advanced form
of Bushnell’s submerged naval vessel.

The ordinary man was empowered by being better informed. Bigger and
better newspapers served the public. From 1783 journalists were allowed to
take notes in parliament. New magazines published debates in full. They
carried as well reviews of new books, long reports on scientific, medical
and mechanical ‘transactions’. Their pages were open to a full range of
comment and discussion. The world was reported on from Europe,
America, the East, and all points in between as the British traveller roamed
in unprecedented manner.



A new morality had long been offering itself. Britain had been prepared
for it by John Wesley who, since his evangelical conversion in 1783, had
travelled a quarter of a million miles on horseback all over the country
preaching in ‘straightforward and pointed address’, usually outdoors, to
‘plain people of low education and vulgar taste...strangers to the
refinements of learning and politeness’. Wesley’s evangelical movement
gradually took fire. For the next forty years it brought new meaning and
perspective to the old crisis word of Christian belief, Dissent.

Wesley was preaching to the masses that had remained excluded from the
established church. To those bound by the rigid codes of social deference he
offered equality of all men before God. Itinerant preachers, ‘illiterate
enthusiasts’, mobilized the religious revival of British society. They drew
huge crowds to their open-air meetings to hear exhortations to repent sin
and claim salvation. A ‘violent and impetuous power’ took hold at these
meetings through wild scenes of passionate conversion. From this ‘new
birth’ the evangelical revival took firm hold upon the land, gradually
advancing even into the upper classes where dissent, in the form of
‘Methodism’ especially, was first regarded with scorn and punitive
disapproval.

By coupling virtue, piety, the work ethic and human progress with
salvation and associating idleness and drink with sin and damnation, the
Evangelical faith became the necessary religion for the oncoming industrial
revolution. Indeed, as the French historian Elie Halévy expressed it, the
‘moral cement’ of British society in the nineteenth century ‘which invested
the British aristocracy with almost stoic dignity, restrained the plutocrats
who had newly risen from the masses from vulgar ostentation and
debauchery, and placed over the proletariat a select body of workmen
enamoured of virtue and capable of self-restraint...’

Like everything else, the British navy was in a state of suspension between
the old and the new. It had become a time for vital reassessment.

The thirteen American colonies had been lost through the biggest
maritime war yet fought. The Royal Navy’s performance had, except at the
very last, been at best an inconclusive draw with the French and Spanish
navies. Rodney’s victory off the Saints barely redeemed that. Looking to the
future, it could appear that the mercantile dominance that the navy was



required to maintain might be seriously doubtful if the French and Spanish
maintained their superior skills and again offered themselves in such
powerful naval union. Their ships had been superior, the seamanship
outstanding. Earl Howe, after his appointment as First Lord of the
Admiralty in January 1783, attributed a great deal of final British success to
chance. The British navy had been inferior in strength, its ships in poor
condition. His plea was that peace should bring determined effort to prepare
the navy for any future hostility.

For the Royal Navy an immediate question at the close of the American
War had to be whether, as ships were laid up, the navy would suffer the
slow decline that usually followed a war.

Custom was that mass discharges immediately reduced the swollen
manpower of the navy. Ships consequently deteriorated for lack of
maintenance, except those kept on an active basis. Cost was the short-term
view of it all. The Royal Navy thus invariably found itself seeking to re-
establish and man itself in a rush whenever a new crisis developed. But in
1783 a newly appointed Comptroller of the Navy, Charles Middleton,
eventually to be Lord Barham, committed himself to care and preservation
of the navy after the close of the war. Middleton, a strong evangelical,
applied himself with all the fervour of such. Dockyards and naval
administration were still accursed by corruption, incompetence and
negligence. The greatest obstacle, however, came from the Pitt
government’s insistence on economy which, in spite of Middleton’s furious
resistance, continued to affect maintenance of ships and the whole naval
establishment.

Naval command belonged to the ageing. Rodney had seen his last sea
service. Others, such as Earl Howe and Lord Samuel Hood, were
approaching sixty and far from fit. Howe was ever taking the waters at Bath
for gout and other ailments. But, though reluctant, he had been thrust into
being First Lord of the Admiralty and, at the end of the decade, was
destined to take active command of the navy. Hood, who had seen hard
service in the American War, was to have the Portsmouth command from
1786 through into the early 1790s. Those moving up close behind them
included John Jervis, forty-eight in 1783. Jervis had been at the capture of
Quebec in 1759, had commanded the 80-gun Foudroyant in the American
War and had captured the French 74-gun Pégase without losing a man on
his own ship. But of particular interest now had to be the generation



composed of the young captains and the midshipmen of the American War.
These now had a special light shining upon them, for they were come of age
to be the beneficiaries of Rodney’s breaking-the-line example and Clerk’s
tactics. The new was theirs to exploit.

Distinctive among these was Captain Horatio Nelson, who had already
marked himself distinctively as a young man of unusual character, bravado,
leadership, enthusiastic sea sense and forceful dedication. He had gone to
sea at twelve and served an apprenticeship markedly different from many in
that part of his initiation had been as able seaman in the merchant service,
from which he had emerged with sympathy for the freer association that
existed there among officers and men. He was twenty when the American
War began and had just obtained captain’s rank. By that time he had seen a
remarkable amount of the world, from the Arctic to the Indian Ocean, and
most of the waters of Europe and the Americas. During the war he had
demonstrated his courage and audacity in an assault upon Nicaragua. The
end of the war found him sharing command in the Leeward Islands, with
Antigua as his base.

Commanding a 64-gun ship in the West Indies at this time was Cuthbert
Collingwood, ten years older than Nelson. Between the two of them a
remarkable and historic friendship arose. Collingwood, aged thirty-five in
1783, had earned his lieutenancy for intrepidly supplying the soldiers
fighting at Bunker Hill. In 1786 Nelson, off Martinique, would write, ‘This
station has not been over pleasant: had it not been for Collingwood, it
would have been the most disagreeable I ever saw.” That bond would
continue strongly.

Of quite different character was young William Sidney Smith who, at age
thirteen, joined the navy in 1777. Five years later, now eighteen, the youth
was appointed a post-captain by George Rodney, under whom he had
served with conspicuous courage in several battles. In a navy where able
men could wait half a lifetime for promotion, Smith’s teenaged captaincy
was an extraordinary thing. Smith would eventually stand as one of the
Great War’s small group of particularly distinctive adventurists, wilful men
who set themselves up in whatever roles they wished to play, and which
were never to be minor or of small consequence. ‘There was an evident
eccentricity about him which perhaps stood in the way of his being
employed in the ordinary routine of service,” one acquaintance wrote. Smith
was never to demonstrate anything different.



At the end of the American War Smith travelled widely on the Continent,
embodying the beau idéal eighteenth-century cosmopolite, described as
‘perhaps the best English-Frenchman that ever lived’. In 1786 he was in
naval service to King Gustavus of Sweden in that monarch’s war with
Russia.

Of these three individuals, Nelson was to make the peace a difficult
period for himself, by creating his own extension of the American War.

In the Caribbean Americans and islanders had acted together to continue
free trade between the islands and the United States. For Nelson this
amounted to giving Americans the special privilege which they had lost by
rebellion and which Westminster had denied them by refusing Pitt’s bill.
Nelson sought energetically to suppress that trade, arousing the resentment
and ire of Americans and island colonials alike. ‘I hate them all,” he wrote.
Nelson found himself ostracized socially on his station, and threatened by
lawsuit within British jurisprudence by Americans for seizure of their ships.
On the West Indies station he met a young widow, Fanny Nisbet, whom he
married in 1787. He also formed a close friendship with Prince William
Henry, the future King William IV, who had arrived in the Caribbean during
the American War as a seventeen-year-old midshipman, and who returned
to the Caribbean as a post-captain. The prince escorted the bride at Nelson’s
marriage to Fanny Nisbet.

At the end of 1787 Nelson found himself back in Britain and, after his
ship had been paid off, sat waiting in vain for a new command. He was
further harassed by the litigation over his seizures of American ships which
had pursued him to Britain. In making his plea for a new command Nelson
got nowhere. A barrier had been set against him. His campaign against the
American trade with the islands had brought repercussion in London, where
the islanders had exercised their influence.

Instead of the command he wanted Nelson found himself farming his
father’s land as the last decade of the century began. The new age of full
reportage of the world and its crises brought solace. His principal relief
came from taking the weekly Norfolk Chronicle to a secluded spot on the
farm, there to immerse himself in the events from which he felt excluded.
The wider world that he surveyed from rural Norfolk during this period of
frustration and lengthening inactivity was one that had menacingly emerged
since the American War and during his years in the Caribbean.



Even as 1783 folded into 1784, mere months after the Treaty of Paris had
been blotted and put away, there were already abundant indications that the
call upon the navy to defend British interest might be soon.

The American War had helped to distract attention from new crises
reaching across the face of the Old World, generated particularly by the rise
of Russia and the ambitions of its sovereign, Catherine II, to reach for the
Levant. Alongside this lay the rivalry between Prussia and Austria for the
allegiance and command over the German peoples. Russia and Prussia
sought increased possession and control in Poland. In the Baltic hostility
between Russia and Sweden was fast building. Between Sweden and
Denmark hostility was entrenched.

A curtain was suddenly rising on aggressive situations that had emerged
across practically the whole face of Europe during the American War.
Heavy clouds were gathered over the Continent even as the peace treaties
were concluded. Exhausted though the big powers were, they saw
themselves immediately drawn into a spread of critical events that
suggested that they were stepping without pause from one war on to the
threshold of the next.

So it was to remain.

Across the decade from 1783 to 1793 Britain and the continental powers
henceforth were to confront a continually shifting prospect of threat of war,
immediate imminence of war or war itself in one part or another of the map
of the Western world. It became a brooding panorama of menace and
violence, of aggressive militarism, dynastic ambition and manipulative
diplomacy that set into motion a linked sense of crisis from the Narrow
Seas across to Prussia and Russia, from Paris to all points, from the
Ottoman Porte to St Petersburg and Vienna, from St Petersburg across the
Baltic to Stockholm, and between Stockholm and Copenhagen. All were
inextricably involved whether through direct hostility or through binding
alliances in situations of accelerating intensity that either mastered crisis or
continued steadily and unswervingly onward towards more fateful
resolution.

A particular focus for the naval powers was that Catherine II’s dream of a
Greater Russia reaching more directly to the Mediterranean had gathered
new force. The lush peninsula of the Crimea had become particularly
attractive to the man who dominated Catherine’s life, Prince Grigori
Potemkin, a Lithuanian. Potemkin had become Catherine’s lover as well as



the strongman of Russia. In 1782 Catherine and Potemkin decided on the
annexation of the Crimea. A year later Russia seized the Crimean peninsula,
with only slight resistance from the Turks. Potemkin immediately began to
build Russia’s Black Sea naval base. Practically the whole of it was
organized and supervised by Britons. The naval ports and facilities became
the work of Admiral Samuel Greig’s son, Alexis.

Through Thomas Jefferson the empress had engaged the American naval
hero of the War of Independence, John Paul Jones, to take one of the senior
commands in the Russian navy. But the British officers already serving in
the Russian navy promptly resigned, or threatened to resign. In deference to
the hostility of her British sailors Catherine, instead of using Jones on the
Baltic as she first intended, sent him to the Black Sea as vice admiral in the
operations there.

This assertive strategy and naval emergence arising at the eastern
Mediterranean was highly disturbing to all the principal onlookers. France,
traditional supporter of Turkey, had never liked the prospect of Russia
looming over the eastern Mediterranean, gateway to the East. For Britain,
Russia now represented a maritime force of great significance on the Baltic
and of potentially serious threat in the eastern Mediterranean and to the
Indian Ocean beyond.

The Ottoman Porte, exasperated by Russia’s continuing encroachments,
itself finally put an end to the crisis by declaring war on Russia on 24
August 1787. On 10 February 1788 the emperor of Austria joined Russia
and declared war against Turkey. On 21 June Sweden invaded Russian
Finland and nine days later Russia declared war against her.

Events moved swiftly on the Black Sea. The Russians wanted the Turkish
fortress of Ozchakov. It sat at the point where the Dnieper and the Bug
joined the Black Sea, whose waters Ozchakov had effectively controlled
before the new Russian establishments arose close by.

As Potemkin laid siege to Ozchakov, an inglorious naval action in the
waters below it saw the Turkish fleet of galleys and light shallow-draught
ships mostly destroyed after an engagement with a similar Russian force
commanded by John Paul Jones. Ozchakov was taken by the Russians on
17 December 1788. But the entry of Sweden into the war against Russia
meant that the naval contest transferred from the Black Sea to the Baltic,

where a different aspect of eighteenth-century naval warfare had become
established.



Sea warfare on the Baltic, like that of the Black Sea, was different from
that practised elsewhere by the major naval powers. Peter the Great had
recognized the necessity of galleys during the Great Northern War at the
beginning of the eighteenth century. The nature of much of the Baltic
coastline had compelled it. Offshore runs of rocks and small islands often
prevented sailing ships from approaching the mainland, except at projecting
headlands. Sheltered channels inside the rocky shore were ideal for oared
craft, which could move armies where sail could not. These ‘galleys’ were
mainly flat-bottomed, some with two decks mounting guns as heavy as
thirty-two pounds. Some had topsides that could be lowered to a horizontal
position for landing cavalry, artillery and ammunition, and with that
presaging the landing craft of twentieth-century seaborne invasions.

The Russian Baltic fleet was under Admiral Samuel Greig, still in
command after nearly two decades of building Russia’s naval power. While
Greig was commanding the Russians the Swedes had their own British
naval adviser in Captain Sidney Smith, who had become a close confidant
of the Swedish king, and whose triumphant achievement in this Baltic war
came in 1789 when he extracted the Swedish fleet from the Finnish port of
Viborg, into which it had fled and lay blocked by the Russians. Forty of the
Russian galleys were captured. The Turkish prisoners driving them were
released by Sidney Smith who, in a deft gesture of switched fate, then got
them to continue at the oars in pursuit of the fleeing Russian galleys. For
that he was knighted by Gustavus with the Grand Cross of the Swedish
Order of the Sword, an honour acknowledged by George III with a British
knighthood. After Sweden, Sidney Smith took himself to Constantinople.

In France finally exploded into life the greatest event of that decade, and
of the century. There the future truly had arrived. That fateful summer of
1789, Europe saw the Bourbon dynasty in France struck down to a state of
humiliating compliance with the public demands set upon it.

Britain simultaneously found itself distracted by prospect of war, with
Spain. It was to be the first of two major events, ‘Armaments’: crises that
threatened war.

American oceanic commerce had begun to expand resourcefully since the
end of the war. American merchant ships were crossing the Atlantic in
increasing numbers, to Britain, north-west Europe and the Mediterranean.
They had virtually taken over the Caribbean and South America trade and
were building their China trade as well, with fifteen-month voyages



between Philadelphia and Canton. American zeal had also taken them into
the Pacific, where they were exploiting an entirely new form of China trade,
the supply to the Chinese market of furs and ginseng from north-west
America.

The base the Americans established was on Nootka Sound on Vancouver
Island. Captain Cook had surveyed this coast and sailed into this sound but
no Europeans had yet formed settlement so far north, although the Spanish
professed prior claim to the entire coastline from Mexico to sixty degrees
north.

This new line of American commerce immediately attracted the attention
of the East India Company which backed a venture to Nootka in 1786 under
two British officers, Lieutenant Mears and Captain Douglas of the Royal
Navy. Land was purchased from a local chief at Nootka, a house built and
the British flag raised above it. But in May 1789, after wintering at Nootka
with two American ships, Douglas was surprised by the sudden appearance
of two Spanish warships under Don Estevan Martinez, commander of the
Mexican base of San Blas.

Martinez arrested Douglas and his crew and the captains and crew of
three other British ships as they came into harbour. The British flag was
hauled down and the prisoners compelled to assist in building fortifications,
after which they went sent as prisoners to San Blas. The American ships by
contrast were left alone. Martinez appeared more cautious about molesting
them.10

British protest brought the unsatisfactory response that the British
seamen had trespassed on the dominion of Spain. For Britain no such
Spanish dominion existed on the north-west coast of America.
Simultaneously, intelligence was received of Spanish fleets being prepared
for war at Cadiz and Ferrol. On 4 May 1790 an order for the general
impressment of seamen was announced. The following day a message from
the king, announcing the prospect of war, was presented to both houses of
parliament. Lord Howe was called to command a squadron in the Channel.
He hoisted his flag aboard the 100-gun Queen Charlotte.

Plans were made for reprisal attacks on Spanish possessions in the
Caribbean and South America. By 17 August the fleet had been fully
assembled and was ready for sea ‘in the readiest and most perfect state that
has been known in the annals of Great Britain’. This was to be known as
‘The Spanish Armament’. It had the desired effect. In October Spain agreed



to restore all it had taken from the traders at Nootka, to pay an indemnity
and not to interfere again in commerce or settlement on America’s
northwest coast.

The Spanish navy, with fine but poorly manned ships, was certainly ill-
suited to confront Howe’s fleet. A British captain, Jahleel Brenton, and an
English pilot accompanied the Spanish line ship that carried the Nootka
indemnity money to Britain. Brenton found that in rough weather all the
officers except the captain were unable to dine in the wardroom, all being
seasick. Nearing England the ship was caught in a severe squall. Brenton
was roused by the English pilot crying that the ship had become
unmanageable. Going on deck Brenton found total confusion, with the ship
‘running away’. It took some hours ‘to get things to rights’.

Nelson, still farming in Norfolk, had been mortified not to be called to a
command during the Nootka crisis, crying to the Admiralty that it was an
affront he did not deserve. ‘I am more hurt than surprised,” he wrote to
Prince William, to whom he had again appealed. He was so far disturbed
that he thought of exiling himself to France, or joining the Russian navy, as
so many before him had done.

Nootka had considerable significance in that it had brought the British
navy swiftly up to mark.

The second ‘Armament’ now followed. As if emboldened by Nootka,
and certainly encouraged by Britain’s improved diplomatic, political and
economic situation, Pitt became drawn into a policy to curb Russia’s
expansion in south-east Europe. A particular concern was the threat of
Russian power to Britain’s Baltic trade, especially for the naval supplies the
Royal Navy required. Pitt’s diplomatic plan was for Britain and Prussia to
compel Russia to make peace with Turkey and for Russia then to return
Ozchakov to the Ottomans. Demand to that effect was sent to Catherine at
the end of 1790. Her absolute refusal of British and Prussian involvement in
her war with the Turks came back in February 1791.

Pitt found himself trapped into prospect of war. As with Nootka, he
turned to the navy as the simplest form of intimidation. Admiral Hood was
ordered to hoist his flag in Victory to lead a fleet to the Baltic. The fleet,
assembled at Spithead, consisted of thirty-six ships of the line and twenty-
nine smaller vessels. Impressment was ordered on 31 March. This was
known was the ‘Russian Armament’. But it all fell apart.



The idea of Baltic war over an unknown fortress in the Black Sea was
hugely unpopular in parliament as well as with the public. The cost of such
a war in waters unfamiliar to the navy horrified Pitt’s critics. Charles James
Fox led the assault in the House. Was it really so vital to British interests
whether Russia did or did not retain Ozchakov? Was it really worth
incurring all the costs and calamities of war for a desolate tract of marshes,
and for a fortress already half in ruins?

Pitt was compelled to retreat. It was a major setback for him, at home and
abroad. For Fox it was a conspicuous return to centre stage. In admiration
of his efforts on her behalf Catherine obtained a bust of Fox from England
and placed it in a gallery in her palace between those of Demosthenes and
Cicero.

Austria and the Ottomans signed their peace on 4 August 1791, Russia
and the Porte a week later. Russia kept her hold on Ozchakov.

Whatever the political cost, the Ozchakov crisis, like that of Nootka, had
been of huge benefit to the navy. Both crises had brought the British navy to
a high state of readiness as Britain and Europe regarded the plight of the
Bourbon monarchy in France. American challenge to the divine right of
kings had been an ocean away. This nearer manifestation compelled the
emperor of Austria and the king of Prussia to declare that the situation of
the king of France was a matter of common concern to other kings. They
got immediate support from Catherine of Russia and Gustavus of Sweden.
A sweeping war across Europe looked imminent.

Against that sombre outlook, Pitt, on 17 February 1792, offered an
astonishing view of Britain’s own expectations. His remarks were a review
of the decade since the dark days following the end of the American War in
1783. He now projected peace practically everlasting. “We must not count
with certainty on a continuance of our present prosperity...but
unquestionably there never was a time in the history of this country, when,
from the situation of Europe, we might more reasonably expect fifteen
years of peace, than we may at the present moment.’ It was a dizzily
wishful utterance from a British premier standing in sight of a world
already on the boil for France declared war against Austria and Prussia just
a month later, on 20 April 1792. In August 1792, Louis XVI and his family
were imprisoned in the Temple, followed by the butchery of the September
Massacres.



The pace thereafter was headlong. On 21 September France was declared
a republic. That same month the French army turned back the Austrian and
Prussian invaders. And they then began launching themselves against their
enemies. By the middle of November they had entered Brussels and were
masters of Belgium. The British navy was again put on alert. Pitt, while
believing that British involvement might be inevitable, continued to put his
faith in diplomacy. The drive to mobilize the navy nevertheless accelerated.

With the navy on alert and the crisis building, Captain Nelson received
apologies for the long delay in giving him a ship and was told that he would
have his command as soon as a suitable vessel had been brought from lay
up in ordinary.

Britain continued its diplomatic efforts but the execution of Louis XVI
on 21 January 1793 changed everything. When the news of the regicide
reached London the French ambassador, Chauvelin, was told to leave
Britain. On 1 February France declared war on Britain and Holland.

The news reached London a week later. The day before it arrived Captain
Horatio Nelson boarded his new command, the 64-gun Agamemnon, lying
at Chatham. He was thirty-four.

On 11 February George III announced to the nation through his message
to parliament that the country was at war with France. Only a year earlier
Pitt had made his declaration of reasonably expecting fifteen years of peace
for Britain.



PART TWO

THE GREAT WAR, FIRST PHASE, 1793-1805



WOOD

EIGHTEENTH-century navies were floating memorials to the lost grandeur of
Western Europe’s hardwood forests of antiquity. These were fast vanishing,
where they had not already disappeared. Of nowhere was this truer than
Great Britain, whose great oak forests, once of unique splendour, appeared
to be dwindling to extinction.

A century of expanding global commerce, of greater navies and of
recurring, extended naval warfare had entirely changed an earlier relaxed
view of the abundance and accessibility of forests, and of the availability of
the wood for the ships upon which national existence had become
dependent. Recognition of the severity of a potential crisis had developed
steadily during the past quarter-century.

Ships were of wood. With the ship, that plain self-evident fact was not
quite as simple as it might seem. Most trees were unsuitable for ship
construction. Every ship required different varieties of wood for its different
parts. To complicate the matter, the life of wood was variable. Wood rotted.
The sea and ship life had its own effects upon that, whatever the natural
character of the timber. By the later stages of its life any ship, though it
might appear the same, had been so made over piece by piece that often it
was scarcely the original. Apart from worm, decay and the violence of the
seas, battle played its own havoc. To keep a ship afloat and in service repair
and replacement were constant. One way or another, a ship of the late
eighteenth century was in permanent reconstruction, insatiable in its
requirement of the appropriate timbers.

There was, in Britain, a sense of intensifying alarm over retention of
naval mobility and deployment. In its way that was comparable to any
major seagoing power of the early twentieth century facing limitation of its
sources of coal to drive its steamships or, in our own time, of being cut off
from oil. Wind, the source of power, was always there. But the ship it drove



required that there always be at that vessel’s disposal the particular and
traditional selections of wood that ensured its continued serviceability and
existence.

Already by the end of the eighteenth century a British ship-of-war,
because of its many different wooden structural parts, embodied a certain
far-ranging compositional character as few other things yet did. Apart from
English oak, a British warship might also have oak from Ukraine, masts of
fir from Lithuania and Russia. Thus, as Robert Albion summarized it in his
Forests and Sea Power, ‘Probably not more than a man in a thousand who
looked at a ship of the line reflected that her great mainmast had been cut in
the forests of Maine, that the topmast had grown in the Ukraine, or that the
little spars came from some Norwegian mountainside...that part of the
planking of those yellow sides had floated down the Vistula to Dantzig,
while the curved frame timbers which gave shape to the bulging hull had
come from tough, crooked hedgerow oaks in Sussex.’L

The naval and commercial oceanic future viewed in terms of existing
fleets and their maintenance and expansion was thus a frightening one for
any informed figure pondering the rapidly accelerating depletion of
resources at the end of the eighteenth century.

Take the example of the 74-gun ship, the building of which, according to
one estimate, required about two thousand oak trees. Altogether a 74
consumed three thousand loads of timber, representing the produce of fifty-
seven acres of land. A load represented fifty cubic feet. An average oak
contained about a load of timber. The Royal Navy’s annual consumption of
timber for building and repairs was estimated to be sixty thousand loads, or
forty thousand full-grown trees. The building of merchant ships of all types
consumed 72,500 loads a year. How could it last? This was nature,
requiring a century for oak to reach maturity.

The Spanish and Russian ‘Armament’ crises had twice taken Britain to
the brink of war within the first two years of the 1790s, even as the situation
on the Continent worsened. All of that together had sharply focused
attention upon the timber crisis. Already in 1772 concern over timber had
brought a demand that the East India Company and other merchant owners
reduce their construction of new ships to leave more timber for the navy.
Ten years later, in 1792, a report demanded by parliament from the
Commissioners of Woods and Forests declared that ‘such is the present
state of the growing timber, and the prospect of future supply, that this



country will in all probability experience a fatal want of great oak timber
and become dependent on other powers for the means of supporting her
navy...’.

Allied to this mounting problem of the availability and accessibility of
wood was the growing recognition of the limitations of wood and therefore
of the ship itself, for there was little difference between the ship of the late
eighteenth century and those of a century and a half before.

Already, by the start of the Great War, the limitations of naval
architecture sat heavily upon the insightful. It could hardly be otherwise as
the rising industrial age and the absorption with new technologies gathered
pace beyond the dockyards. As the war progressed the demands upon naval
architecture intensified. But the continuously changing character of what
would become a hard-fought, widely dispersed war meant that the
influences upon ship improvement remained small. Finally, it all came back
to wood and what new advantage might be drawn from it for the time being.
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One of the big problems of shipbuilding was the need for timber. The
construction of a ship could be held up for indefinite periods as forests were
searched for the necessary pieces. The difficult ones were curved and
crooked pieces, known as ‘compass’ timbers. The demand for these was
mainly in the gracefully flowing main frame of the ship. The stem with its
demand for tightly curved pieces presented particular difficulty. So did the
stern post, which required a single oak log forty feet long and perhaps
twenty eight inches thick.

At the start of the Great War oak, elm, beech, fir and spruce were the
timbers mainly used for British ships. Oak was dominant. It was tough,



water-resistant, bent well and did not splinter easily in action, when flying
splinters were one of the principal sources of injury. Fir, pine and spruce
were used for masts. The Baltic and North America were the principal
sources for fir and pine. American pine provided the lower masts and
bowsprits of ships of the line, Riga fir larger masts and Norwegian spruce
topmasts and yards.

British timber imports came mainly from Riga, Memel and Dantzig. With
all three it was timber that floated down on the rivers Duna, Niemen and
Vistula from many different parts of eastern Europe, including from deep in
the Russian and Ukrainian hinterlands.

For Britain dependence upon the Baltic had been heavy through the
century, but with the Great War it became absolute. Britain’s vanishing oak
and the range of her dependence for the rest of her naval timbers upon
foreign sources thus prescribed the first of the dominating strategies of the
Great War: that the Baltic should be kept open for the unimpeded flow of
naval stores and timber imports and, if possible, closed to France, Holland
and Spain who had similar dependence upon it. This was asking a great
deal, especially of a frequently hostile Denmark that controlled access to
the Baltic at the Sound. Any threat to close the Sound to British trade, or
even any threat within the Baltic to stop the flow of exports, clearly would
be the equivalent of a dagger to the heart of naval existence.

The navy that had to be replenished and maintained in face of this rising
timber crisis numbered just short of five hundred ships of all types at the
start of the Great War. The whole fleet was organized into six
classifications, with the ships rated from first-to sixth-rate. The main force
of the fleet was formed by the ships of the line: the big ships that would
form line of battle, broadly distinguished by the number of decks and guns.
First-rates were the largest ships afloat in their day. They were three-
deckers and carried from 100 to 120 guns. The second-rates were also
three-deckers, with 90 to 98 guns. Third-rates were two-deckers, with 60,
74 or 80 guns. Fourth-rate ships carried 50 to 60 guns. Fifth-and sixth-rates
were mainly frigates, which ranged from 28, 30 to 44 guns. All were three-
masted and square-rigged.

Below these six rates lay a large assembly of unrated vessels, the flotilla,
consisting of sloops, brigs, gunboats, cutters, bomb ships, transport-hospital



ships.

As a picture of the whole this composition was relatively new and
reflected the surge in naval thought and innovation that had gathered
momentum from the mid-eighteenth century, notably in consequence of the
Seven Years War. As Julian Corbett points out, the classification of British
ships up to then had become purely arbitrary, in that it lacked precise
definition of function for various types of vessel within a fleet, But that
long hard-fought war, unique in that it so single-mindedly divorced itself
from the Continental struggle to concentrate upon colonial seaborne
commerce, had delivered ‘a new and more scientific conception of naval
warfare’.2

Before that mid-century struggle there had been no logical distinction
between the large and the small type of battleship and none between the
lesser battleship and the frigate or between the frigates and the flotilla. The
100-gun and 90-gun three-deckers headed a fleet of 80-, 70-, 60-and 50-gun
vessels, with the latter all regarded as battleships and classed as ships of the
line. The very nature of the war suggested the need for an intermediate
vessel ‘to combine battle and commerce-protection properties in one type’.
And, Corbett adds, “We can see growing up a clearer analysis of the various
services required; a germ of their classification into battle, scouting, and
inshore work; and side by side an attempt to organize the fleet upon a
corresponding threefold basis of battleships, cruisers, and flotilla.’

Two ships of distinctive role and purpose came to the fore from this
‘silent pressure...forcing the fleet into the shape it demanded’. These were
the 74-gun ship of the line and the frigate. The origin of both ships was
largely French.

To the frigate fell the broadened concept of ‘cruiser’, the all-purpose
ship, fast sailing, capable of heroic single-ship actions as it went cruising to
encounter the enemy frigates, but with an operational flexibility that could
assign it as patrol ship, fleet scout, fleet support, convoy escort, messenger,
privateer and for close inshore work.

France, through the ceaselessly inventive capacity of its maritime genius,
had developed the original seventeenth-century model of the frigate from
the racy lines of the Mediterranean galley. For the French, frigates were the
ideal guerre de course ship. The privateer port of Dunkirk became their
natural base. An early English model was the 32-gun Southampton of 1757.
She carried her guns on a single whole deck, with a slight quarterdeck and a



forecastle. Though the basic form remained steady, frigate armament
continued to vary, from twenty guns to as high as forty-four. The frigate
continued to change under the influence of new models, especially those
emerging from France and, eventually, America. What the Royal Navy still
urgently needed was a better intermediate ship of the line.

When Britain captured the two-decked Invincible from the French in
1757 the navy recognized that it had found the model to serve that mid-
eighteenth-century quest for a new hybrid, multi-purpose ship of the line.
Invincible, built in 1744, was wrecked shortly after capture, but she had
already served as the model for the British-built 74s that followed. The 74
was to be the most valuable ship of the fleet of the Great War. Its versatility
made it indispensable. With it, the fighting power of a ship of the line was
matched to the ranging flexibility of the frigate. Excellent sailing qualities
and powerful metal allied to intermediate size made the 74 a formidable
ship of the line. Half the line of battle would eventually consist of 74s.
Apart from service in the line, the 74s commanded squadrons in various
operational areas, as well as being ideal for solitary special missions.

The American War of Independence had left a bitter, smarting
recollection of how defenceless the commerce in the Narrow Seas had been
in face of devastating guerre de course. That, together with the perpetual
threat of invasion, had raised the importance of flotilla and had called for
new designations or remodelling of vessels such as sloop, brig, gunboat,
bomb vessel and cutter. These would serve against privateers, for coastal
watch and protection and for night raids on the opposite shores.

For most, however, then and ever since, the great symbol of the
eighteenth-century navy simply and unarguably was the ship of the line in
its fullest emergence, the three-decked 90-, 100-and 110-gun colossus in
decorated wood that stood for naval power and achievement.

The pictorial image of such a ship with full sail upon its towering masts,
with the alternate yellow-painted lines along the sides each offering its
regular sequence of gun ports, the windowed and brightly shining galleries
at the stern, and the whole of it gracefully and solidly embedded in the sea,
remains steadfastly beguiling. It was the fighting machine that changed the
course of history, and it looked the part.

For all its beauty, the ship of the line was a hard place to be, especially
for months or even years on end. Such service would be particularly true of



a 74, whose deployment could range far beyond the Western Squadron and
its guardianship of the Narrow Seas.

Most of the 74 guns of the 74 were on two decks that ran the length of
the ship. Other guns were on the poop, quarterdeck and the forecastle. The
length of the lower gun deck of a 74 would be 170-175 feet, with a beam of
forty-five feet or just over. The ship had a tonnage of around 1,700 and
carried between six and seven hundred men.

Between the forecastle and the quarterdeck lay the waist, an open space
above the upper gun deck, along the bulwarks of which were nettings of
rope into which, on being roused, the men ran to stow their hammocks.
Similar nettings were on the quarterdeck and forecastle. On the forecastle
stood the ship’s bell, with its lanyard for striking the time. Right in the bows
by the bowsprit were the ‘heads’, the open and uncomfortably exposed
latrine. The ship’s kitchen was in the forecastle, its chimney projecting near
the bell.

The quarterdeck was the guiding heart of the ship. The after part of it
ascended to the poop, a slightly raised, small expanse of open deck from
whose flagstaff a giant ensign flew. Beside it was the large stern light. Here,
too, were two lifebuoys which were cut loose and flung into the sea upon a
cry of ‘man overboard’. Midships on the quarterdeck stood the giant
steering wheel and the binnacle with the compass.

The captain’s quarters, extending under the poop, were entered from the
quarterdeck, the most spacious corner of the ship which opened on to the
stern walk. Immediately below the quarterdeck was the upper gun deck.
Right aft along it, just below the captain’s quarters, was the officers’
wardroom with small private compartments for the lieutenants along one
side, each just large enough to hold a swinging cot and a desk.

Below this deck, occupying practically the length of the ship, was the
lower gun deck, where the men slept and ate in their messing space between
the guns. The midshipmen’s quarters were in the gun room right aft on this
deck. In bad weather, with the ports closed, the place was dark, damp and
foul-smelling. Even darker and more noisome was the deck below, the orlop
(overlap) deck. This was the hidden life of the ship. Here were many of the
stores, the sailmaker’s, the carpenter’s, the boatswain’s for the fitting and
repairing of the rigging, and the surgeon’s place of business. The surgery,
called the cockpit, was a large space right aft that the surgeon shared with
senior midshipmen, junior lieutenants, the purser and master’s mates. They



all had small cabins. The mess table in the middle of the large room around
which they lived served as an operating table during action. Suitably, as
elsewhere in the ship, the sides were painted blood-red to minimize the
splash and running of blood in action. Here the sick were kept and treated.

The ship’s holds were below the orlop deck. They contained the powder
magazines as well as the main stores, the salted fish and meat, the biscuit,
the wine and rum, and the water, and also the ballast. There could be some
five months of stores. The entrances to the magazines were covered by
copper lids and padlocked, guarded by a marine with loaded musket. The
magazines were well below the water line, to prevent shot during action
hitting there. In this permanent darkness they required illumination, without
the entry of candles or lanterns. Light was therefore provided by small
rooms with double-glass windows peering into the magazines. Lanterns in
those rooms provided the required light beyond the glass.

The magazine walls and floors were thickly covered with felt or other
material. No one was allowed to enter except in thick felt slippers and with
any form of metal emptied from his pockets. Magazines were fitted with
water pipes in case of fire.

The common big guns of the 74 were 32-pounders, weighing fifty-five
hundredweight, the 24-pounder, of similar weight, and the 18-pounder, of
slightly less. The 32-pounders were on the lower gundeck with 24-pounders
on the deck above.

Guns were mounted on four-wheeled red-painted carriages placed at the
gun port, whose hinged lid was secured above the gun. Of themselves, guns
represented great danger to the men who handled them. They had to be
secured with great care, in rough weather and in action, and especially in
both. The guns were secured by ropes, breechings, which were passed
through a ring on the pomelion of the gun and were attached to ring bolts on
the ship’s side, at each side of the gun port. The breeching held the gun
from rolling backwards across the deck, and checked its recoil when fired.
The motion of a ship could make the recoil unpredictable, allowing the
gun’s leap back to severely wound or even kill a man. Many suffered in this
manner. Even more dangerous was a gun that broke loose and ran wildly
across the deck, gathering sufficient motion on a steep roll to crash through
the ship’s sides.

To fire the gun, a powder-filled cartridge was rammed down the bore
followed by the ball and then by a wad by which ball and cartridge were



rammed tight together. Flame from a lighted match or a flintlock spark was
applied through a vent. Before reloading the bore had to be cleaned of any
hot detritus that remained. First it was scraped then a sponge was thrust
down the bore. These tasks were dangerous for the sailor doing them
because he had to at least partly lean out of the port to get his instruments
down the bore. He thus made himself a target for French sharpshooters.
Swift, deft skill was necessary.

Shot was not explosive but the damage and carnage it could wreak was
nevertheless huge. For the men one of the nastiest aspects of shot was
splinters. More men were said to be killed by splinters than by shot itself.
Surprisingly, the effect in close action was said to be less than from afar. In
close action the velocity of the cannonball was so great that in penetrating
the ship’s side few or no splinters were torn off. A spent ball from distance
produced innumerable splinters, all flying like so many daggers. Instead of
neatly holing the ship’s side it shattered the wood and tore it apart widely
and extensively, creating more splinters. The proportion of wounded to
killed was estimated to be four to one in distant action against three to one
in close action.

Two small chained balls and bar shot, like doubled-headed barbells, were
used to damage masts and rigging. Grapeshot was also fired to kill crew.
The injury and havoc that all of these could inflict was horrifying. In its
path across a crowded deck a ball could in sequence decapitate one man,
cut another body in half, remove limbs from others before smashing into the
ship itself.

The American War had seen a new form of armament delivered to the
Royal Navy. This was a gun invented in Scotland in 1779 and called the
carronade or, popularly, the ‘smasher’. It was a short, light carriage gun
designed to take a large ball, equivalent to long-gun shot. It had been
designed as a weapon for merchant ships, but the navy seized upon it. The
large ball propelled by a small charge of powder had short range, making it
essentially a weapon for close contact, in which its effect was powerfully
destructive. As breaking the line had renewed the possibility of close
contact, the carronade would seem to have arrived as a perfect match for
this newly licensed tactic. The forecastle and poop or quarterdeck became
its natural lodging places.

The carronade was one British technical contribution to naval warfare of
the late eighteenth century, but the Royal Navy still lagged behind its rivals



in naval architecture and proficiency of design. French naval architecture
had been ahead since the days of Colbert’s navy. Already before the end of
the seventeenth century Jesuit scientists had been investigating the
resistance of bodies moving through water of different forces. In 1681
conferences were called in Paris to promote naval architecture on a
scientific basis. Subsequently Paul Hoste, professor of mathematics at
Toulon, began investigating a range of vital questions. These included speed
and resistance, the lines of the hull, stability and stowage and other such
studies. By 1750 the French Société Royale des Sciences was offering
prizes on an international level for contributions to marine science and
design. The French government involved itself closely with the whole field
of inquiry, out of which came new insight into speed and water resistance
along different lines of hull formation, particularly at bow and stern.

Such scientific pursuit had never been as common to Britain as with the
French. Ships had been built according to tradition, or by the few who made
themselves masters of the art. Stability, the flow of water upon bows and
stern, the complexities of size and weight, the mysteries of proportionate
length and beam, were not questions of zealous pursuit. They were
mysteries left to the genius of those who rose as undisputed masters of the
craft. In Britain, as late as 1711, a noted shipwright of the Portsmouth and
Deptford Yards could write ‘our art can only be allowed notional, and the
safest way of building and equipping will be to go to precedent, if there be
any to be found. But...tis very customary, that let a ship be fitted never so
well by one hand, it will not suit the temper of another. Besides, the proper
business of a shipwright is counted a very vulgar imploy, and which a man
of indifferent qualifications may be master of.’

Shortly before the American War the British began doing what the
French had long done, copper-sheathing their ships against worm and
decay. Efforts were simultaneously made to improve ventilation, reinforce
structure and improve sail patterns.

A particular defect of many British ships was the low placement of their
lowest gun deck. The 100-gun Victory had its midship guns just four feet six
inches above the water. The midship sills of 80-gun French ships could be
nearly eight feet above the water, even when loaded with stores for five
months and near 400 tons of water. Low gun ports meant that in high seas
they shipped the seas on a roll and had to be closed.



The French and the Spanish also built bigger. Size brought architectural
advantages. Gun ports were wider, adding length to the ships and
proportionate beam. The balance achieved greater buoyancy, and faster
sailing. The Spanish had traditionally been first with size. They continued
to set the example. They built higher out of the water, and broader. The
proportions of their newer ships, in breadth especially, provided superior
buoyancy. When British officers first boarded a French 120-gun they were
astonished at the thickness of the sides which seemed impenetrable to shot.

The French, throughout the eighteenth century, continued to forge ahead
in experiment and design. The British, ironically, were to become perhaps
the principal beneficiary of that. “The navy of Britain, like that of Rome,
has been improved by copying from their enemies,’ said the contemporary
naval historian Edward Brenton in his work on the Great War. For, he said,
the French and Spanish ships were ‘generally superior to those of England,
both in size, weight of metal, and number of men, out sailing them in fleets,
and often in single ships, carrying their guns higher out of the water...’

Against recognition of some advance in ship design, a Naval Chronicle
writer nevertheless saw a dead end: ‘The size of ships seems now to have
reached nearly its ultimatum.’2 The French had built what they regarded as
the largest ship but she had been pronounced unfit for service. The Spanish
were said to have built one even larger but, with so little faith in her as she
set out, two ships were sent out to tow her back in again. It seemed nature
herself had fixed the limits of such big ships for ‘It is man who is to
navigate and manage them; and unless our bodily strength could be
increased likewise, every manoeuvre on board them must be conducted
with difficulty and delay...The cordage, when made larger, will be rendered
difficult to pass through the pulleys, and so large, at last, as not to pass at
all. Timber, the growth of nature, as much as man, cannot be made to grow
larger...And let it be remembered, as a certain axiom in mechanics, that
what we gain in power we must be contented to lose in time. Every
operation on board will therefore become laborious, dilatory, and even
uncertain.’

This reaction to the idea of maritime progress having reached its tidal
mark reads strangely for a time of accelerating technology and visible
industrial change on land. It was, however, a common view and one that
was evident in much of the nautical writing of the time. Nevertheless,
British concern with the science of naval architecture took life rapidly with



the start of the Great War. The dilemmas that lay upon maritime
improvement had become suddenly too great to avoid deep and systematic
consideration. The ocean could hardly remain entirely severed from the
spirit of the age.

Fast voyages were not unfamiliar. During the Great War the remarkable
passage of the frigate Arethusa was recorded. She covered the 2,400-mile
passage from Vera Cruz to England in nine days. The perplexed comment
was ‘It would be a fit subject of investigation, in what degree this
remarkable velocity is attributable to physical or to mechanical causes.’
Another remarkable passage was that of the merchantman Pacific, which
crossed from New York to Liverpool in twelve days. But such fast voyages
were usually the result of a constant rate of speed under varying conditions
of wind and weather rather than bursts of very high speed in favourable
conditions.

A new body, the Society for the Improvement of Naval Architecture,
began experiments ‘to ascertain the laws respecting bodies moving through
the water with different velocities’. The inventor and zealously reform-
minded Earl Stanhope, an early experimenter with steam navigation (and
husband to Pitt’s eccentric sister, Hester), was a driving force behind the
society which between 1793 and 1798 undertook some ten thousand
experiments in ship form, at bow, midships and stern, ‘of all kinds of
navigable vessels’. In its first report the definitions of water pressures,
friction and resistance were written by Stanhope.

The emphasis was upon speed, and thereby form and stability. The
French had already published notable papers on form and resistance. The
British, through men like Stanhope, began to follow. But for both sides it
would continue to prove an essentially frustrating exercise, demonstrating
that with speed they could go only so far and discernibly not much further
under sail. The French ships were stronger and they were faster, but they,
like all the others, were still held in the slow, restraining grip that affected
form and speed under sail. The slender, sharp-ended, sea-breaching power
of the clipper ship bearing grain and passengers in commercial race through
the Roaring Forties was still more than half a century away.

As Howard Chapelle declared in his exhaustive inquiry The Search for
Speed under Sail, what anyone looking back from the modern age had to
understand was the far greater complexity of wind propulsion set against
mechanical propulsion. Sail power could not be expressed in terms of



mechanical power because the velocity of wind was never constant for
long. Wind could increase and decrease almost constantly over a wide area
of sea and under certain conditions and points of sailing the individual sails
could be distorted by wind pressure or produce interference with each other
by cutting off wind from another sail or creating eddies: ‘Aerodynamic
forces, for the calculation of which there are no real constants, make the
sailing rig of a vessel impossible to estimate in terms of comparative

horsepower or in any other reasonably precise quantitative measurement.’4

The relatively small driving power of sail meant that the hull design had
to be that which drove most easily with the least wind. But the multiple
varieties of wind strength meant that there simply did not exist one ideal
hull form to suit all. It was gradually understood that the length of the hull
influenced the speed of a vessel. That, in turn, required elements such as the
bows and stern and deadrise in the midsection, all of which involved
hydrodynamics, to be allied to design.

As with all modern wars, of which the Great War was truly the first,
invention flourished where it was immediately required.

Chapelle sums it up: ‘Designers and builders now had economic reasons
for improved design, construction, and fitting. A new era of great
shipbuilding and design activity began; perhaps one of the most productive
in American maritime history.” Here was where the great epoch of the
clipper ship had its inception, where eighteenth-century sail began to fold
into that of the nineteenth century.

American shipbuilding began to boom along the shores of the
Chesapeake after the Great War began, with an emphasis upon fast
schooners. Once they got going, the British were constantly experimenting
with ideas—some sound, some erratic and some simply ahead of their time.
New forms of sail were tested, underwater bow-fitted shields were
suggested for breaking the power of waves thereby enabling a ship to travel
faster, hollow iron masts were proposed accompanied by the idea that ‘even
the whole hull may be made of wrought iron’, and whole new experimental
vessels were attempted.

Whatever all sides might come up with on new hull and sail patterns, for
Britain and the other belligerents it all still came back to the crisis more
pressing than any other—the availability of wood. For Britain the problem
was growing every day. Before even thinking of new construction, however,
there sat the question of maintaining the existing fleet, and at the heart of



that was decay. Of all the problems that wood entailed the worst for those at
sea was the slow disintegration of their ships. It was a problem as old as
seagoing. But in this war the demand laid upon the Royal Navy was for
extended sea time to a greater degree than ever before, and it became
steadily more extended as the war progressed. Ships stayed out for long
periods without overhaul. Existing decay advanced more rapidly under
those circumstances. There were many additional causes, however, for the
increasingly swift deterioration of British naval vessels.

Shipboard decay was affected by the natural quality of the wood with
which they were built, the condition of the material when used, the care
taken in building the ships and, not least, the treatment of the vessels in
service.

Dry rot, a fungus infestation that reduced timber to powder, had always
been a curse of wood. There were particular shipboard reasons for its
existence and active life. Those were many, some of which were impossible
to prevent. Foreign wood was usually found to be more susceptible to dry
rot than domestic. Wood from both the Baltic and North America was
floated down long rivers from the interior on rafts. That months-long
saturation in water could change the state of the wood, which was further
affected by long exposure to frost or snow after being landed. The effects of
this were enlarged when ships were built without shelter and their frames
and fittings exposed to ever-changing weather.

Venice had long set example by building its ships under cover, inside
sheds, where they were also kept when laid up. The Swedes and the French
also built under cover. Such ships often existed many years without mark of
decay. Saturation with water on river journeys and extended exposure in
dockyards meant that wood fibres lost their natural texture and became
porous. Early stages of dry rot could set in. The pores never closed again,
allowing the wood to absorb the damp and stagnant air of the ship’s interior.
Apart from the risk of dry rot being present in new wood used in building a
ship, a frequent and fatal habit was to repair or build ships with wood taken
out of old, laid-up vessles. Dry rot in such wood could infect the entire ship.

The near-futile battle against decay that the British navy struggled with
during the Great War was described by a Plymouth shipbuilder, Isaac
Blackburn, in his A Treatise on the Science of Ship-Building; with
observations on the British Navy; the extraordinary Decay of the Men of
War. Published at the end of the Great War, it offered a particularly grim



portrait of the atmosphere that had to be taken for granted by those who had
to live for long periods within wooden walls: ‘The exhalations from
bilgewater, when ships are not pumped out frequently, are extremely
noxious: pure water let in often has a very salubrious tendency, both with
respect to the ship and the health of the crews; hence why leaky ships are
found to be so sweet and healthy. The foetid air from the warm breaths of a
numerous crew, and from the filth and dirt below, the closeness of the
different storerooms and cabins, and the want of a circulation of pure air,
operates most destructively on our ships; and the wet pent up in the timbers
in foul stagnant air changes its nature, and fills the pores of the timbers with
putrifying and corrupt matter, and brings on that most fatal of all causes of
the decay of our ships—the dry-rot.”2

Dry rot had particular affinity for the part of the ship just above the water
line, where exposure constantly alternated between air and water, where
strain was greatest and where, within the ship, the air remained heavily
stagnant. This was where leaks most frequently originated. And with that,
in turn, lay the source of countless mysterious tragedies of the sea in the
global era of sail.

Frequently during that great span, when sail was distributed across all the
oceans, vessels would be met at sea with no living soul on board. On those
occasions when survivors were found their usual story was that the ship had
sprung a leak and that, in spite of all their efforts to pump, the water had
risen too fast and they had taken to the boats. Why a ship remained afloat
after all was sometimes explained by empty casks in her hold or some other
factor of unforeseen buoyancy, such as a cargo like sugar dissolving. But
the number of drifting, empty vessels was probably small against the
uncountable number of vessels that foundered because their timbers leaked
and the leak became a rush of water that took the ship down, never to be
heard of again.



VI

SHIPBOARD

THE late-eighteenth-century man-of-war of the Royal Navy contained a
shipboard society that stands as the most distinctive of its kind in naval
history, if only because of the tremendous burden that the Great War of
1793-1815 laid upon its ships.

Two decades of continuous service, frequently endured with scarcely any
relief by the ships and the men who sailed them, was the relentless hardship
laid upon most of Britain’s warships, whether in home waters, the
Mediterranean or elsewhere. Instead of comparable sea time, the ships of
the French and Spanish navies were too frequently blockaded for long
periods in their home ports.

For the British sailors the Great War’s sea time in all its various phases
became an endurance of mind and body, of will and patience, and a required
faith in mission and self, beyond anything that any other form of dutiful
service demanded. The burden of it was a great deal more than merely
prolonged time. The confinement of their sea days was for too many an
ordeal of hardship and torment which, for long after, remained as a dark
stain upon the naval record.

While much of that was broadly true, it was nevertheless a sweeping
condemnation of the worst without offering any of what could and did
sometimes alleviate it.

Those in any position of authority had before them a ready and
obediently mute human assembly upon which they could wilfully project all
their inner dissatisfaction with themselves or the world. Life aboard ship
intensified the particular conflict of changing outlook that marked the time.
As the principal instrument of the island nation’s survival the Royal Navy
evolved into the most rigorous form of military discipline in the world, the
severity of which increased rather than diminished as the war progressed.
The hard codes of duty and obedience were naturally accepted by all who



served in the navy. Its commanders, even those of the most equable manner
and disposition, saw them as the necessary instrument of discipline. Their
minds were trained to it. But the new radicalism of late-eighteenth-century
society infiltrated everywhere, even within those wooden walls so
resolutely defiant of any assault upon custom and tradition.

The social structure of a ship of the Great War began with the
fundamental division of quarterdeck and lower deck, meaning officers and
the others, though with many shadings within the two groups and between
them.

On top were the admirals, the principal of whom would be in wartime the
commander in chief of any large fleet such as the Western Squadron in
home waters, a Mediterranean fleet or a West Indies one. Aboard the
flagship of a principal fleet the admiral would have beside him a captain of
the fleet, a position distinct from that of captain of the ship. The captain of
the fleet was the one upon whom the commander in chief principally
depended for agreement or advice on tactical manoeuvre or decisions
during action. Aboard a flagship the ship’s own captain was therefore in a
subservient position. The tactical control of the ship was out of his hands.
But in all other circumstances a captain was as absolute in his command of
the ship and the tight community within it as any feudal baron in his moated
castle. He could be a monster without equal to those who served below him,
or a hero for whom they were willing to die. The rest fell somewhere in
between. But most captains probably stood more or less at the middle,
capable of harsh discipline but ruled overall by their need to maintain a
steady, responsibly functioning ship under harshly changing circumstances,
and to do so best by avoiding a mood of insubordination and, with that, a
reputation for incompetence among those who mattered.

A captain bore the weight of many different roles he might be called to
fulfil, atop of mere command of his ship. Apart from their function in line
battle, captains could also be called upon to undertake critical land actions,
small boat actions, night coastal assaults, and, in sudden switch,
ambassadorial missions. Such captains might peremptorily be named
commodore and elevated to rear admiral status for command of squadrons
detached from the fleet, or sent on special mission, such as would often fall
to Nelson. With mission accomplished such a commodore would revert to
captain’s rank.



A harsh social profile of the quarterdeck by a naval officer was to appear
near the close of the Great War. It is an account strongly affected by
evangelical moralizing but it nevertheless helps to convey the ever-present
tensions and social composition that was so distinctive to the Royal Navy:

The lieutenant and midshipman, who are subject to the vilest abuse from
their superiors, suffer a mental degradation that in time unfits them for their
situation; the spirited and gentlemanly officer seldom dares to bring his
superior to a court-martial, or call him to private account, the first stops his
promotion, the latter ensures him a disgraceful end...The power invested in
the different captains, of appointing their midshipmen, has probably been
the most abused. Numbers of improper men, sometimes from the worst
classes of foremast men, have been thrust into the society of gentlemen; this
has contributed more than any other cause, to the vulgarity of manners and
ideas but too common; undoubtedly many respectable officers have been
before the mast; but...a favourite quarter master, coxswain, or cabinet
maker are generally selected; these men, athletic, powerful, and
overbearing, soon acquire an influence highly injurious with their weaker
and more youthful companions; the oaths, vulgarities and abusive language
of the forecastle, the pugilistic contests of blackguards...owe their
introduction to this class...it is from this cause we so frequently find the
descendants of noble families vying with the vulgar in the meanest
debauchery, and the still more ruinous vice of drunkenness. Few captains
are anxious for the improvement of young men committed to their care...
many abandon them to the caprice of their lieutenants, often still more unfit,

and frequently jealous of the talents or interest of the younger officer.!

In an age where society was rigidly classified by class the quarterdeck of
a man-of-war was principally drawn from the upper levels, though not
entirely so. In France and Spain officers had almost exclusively meant the
aristocracy. In Britain it meant gentry more than aristocracy. And gentry
itself was a wide swathe that fetched up in many diverse corners of gentle-
born society. Nelson’s background, although possessing high social
connections, was nevertheless that of remote and modest country
parsonage. Officers naturally included many from the aristocracy, including



the royal family, as well as from all the professional classes; from business
and commerce and, of course, from navy itself, from those bearing a family
tradition of generations of naval service. They also came in from the
merchant marine, whose social standing was certainly lower than that of the
navy. But the quarterdeck also occasionally drew officers from its lower
deck, from the ‘working class’. That was testament to an outlook that saw
naval requirement as the priority above all else. It became particularly true
under the demands of the Great War. A seaman of outstanding character and
ability could be elevated, if he got the attention of a sympathetic captain.

“Tarpaulin’ was the word for such an officer. A memorable description of
one of them was offered by one of the Great War’s most renowned seamen,
Thomas Cochrane, who, on joining his first ship, found the first lieutenant
on deck ‘dressed in the garb of a seaman, with marlin-spike slung round his
neck and a lump of grease in his hand, and was busily engaged in setting up
the rigging’.

That could not have happened in either the French or the Spanish navies.
Furthermore, the principle of it, of being able if necessary to do the
seaman’s job, was regarded as important. Nelson’s first lieutenant aboard
Victory at Trafalgar, John Quilliam, had risen from the lower deck. So had
his signal lieutenant, John Pasco, who would later hoist the historic signal,
‘England expects...’

For most, the journey on to the quarterdeck started at a very young age—
anything from seven years onwards. One captain took his son on board at
the age of three; Nelson was twelve when he went in. Routes of entry
varied. Nelson, for example, joined the navy through ‘interest’, which
meant having some close connection in the navy, usually a senior serving
officer, or managing it through influence in high quarters. Either way, at the
end of the route stood the captain, upon whom the hopeful depended for his
place. Admiralty appointed a ship’s commissioned and warrant officers but
the captain could additionally take into his ship anyone he wanted. Those he
picked were the boys who, under his initial guidance, would help form the
officer corps of the future. They were moulded into midshipmen who, after
at least six years of sea service and examination on essential matters, might
be commissioned as lieutenant. Those who for some reason or another
failed to pass on could find themselves at middle age still in the
midshipmen’s mess.



A midshipman already at sea and expecting to move upward received
careful admonition on what not to lose sight of:

You are by this time fully acquainted, not only with the names, but the use
and direction of every rope in the ship; and have long since, to use the
seaman’s term, ‘paid your footing’ in each top; for it is in the tops, and on
the mast heads, that you must qualify yourself thoroughly to understand the
duties of a working seaman; a knowledge absolutely necessary to make
yourself respectable as an officer in their eyes...unless the seaman thinks
that you are equally acquainted with his minor duties, that in case of
emergency you could take his place on the yard, or assist him in knotting a
shroud, or splicing a cable, he would be apt to think lightly of your other
qualifications, valuable as they really are, because he finds you deficient in

those which more immediately come within the sphere of his own

comprehension.?

A ship of the line carried from three to eight lieutenants, ranked
according to the dates of their commissions. The first lieutenant was,
effectively, the commander of the ship. Day and night, he was responsible
for the proper running of it, the discipline, order, maintenance, navigation,
the whole general state of it. His duties were ceaseless, his vigilance all-
embracing. With such a load lying upon him, the first lieutenant was
understandably often the harshest shipboard tyrant of them all.

After the lieutenants came the warrant officers. They were the master,
surgeon, purser and chaplain. Ships sometimes also carried a schoolmaster
to continue the education of the boys. They had no official rank. The
warrant officers were all quarterdeck and dined in the wardroom. The
principal of them was the master. He was the real navigating officer of the
ship. Upon him lay full responsibility for the ship’s course. He ordered the
sail that was carried and in battle directed the manoeuvring of the vessel.
He took the ship’s daily position and in unfamiliar waters guided her using
such charts as he possessed.

The master’s control of the sailing of the ship meant that his position was
special. He had an independence on board that no one else under the captain
possessed. The lieutenants had no control over him. He could challenge a



captain’s orders if he felt he saw error. This could be so particularly in
action if he judged the ship to be moving into dangerous exposure to the
enemy, or to a position of hampered manoeuvrability. The master was also
in charge of the ship’s water, its ballast and the loading and supervision of
its stores. He was assisted by master’s mates.

The purser was one to whom history has never been kind. As the man in
charge of the ship’s accounts, which meant the provisioning of the ship, he
accounted for the essential domestic wellbeing of the vessel. That provided
practically limitless scope for fraud, fully exercised by the worst villains.
Pursers got rich by buying the lowest quality stores, cutting supplies of
firewood and tallow, and adulterating wine and grog. He had a percentage
on tobacco sales and on ‘slops’, the clothing and bedding that a sailor might
require if in need of replacement. The purser kept the ship’s muster book,
which carried the name of every person on board. This book was referred to
whenever the crew was mustered, usually every ten days and always after
action. The muster book allowed free play with the wages of those
transferred from the ship without receiving their wages, those who deserted
and those who were killed. By keeping names in the book the purser could
collect wages due to the person.

Another category of warrant officers was those who were not of
wardroom or quarterdeck standing, including the master-at-arms, carpenter,
sailmaker and the cook. The principal of these, however, were the gunner
and the boatswain.

The gunner was the man in charge of the guns, the ordnance and
ammunition and gunnery instruction. The boatswain had the broadest range
of duties on board. Together with his boatswain’s mates he effectively ran
the daily functioning of the ship. He was responsible for the boats, the sails,
the rigging, the anchors and chains, all of which he had to maintain in good
order. He was the principal overseer of the seamen, the day-long
embodiment of discipline. The boatswain and his mates were often the most
detested of all figures of discipline aboard ship. With them rested the
practice of ‘starting’, which in a hard ship was relentlessly constant. With
their rattans and rope’s ends the boatswain and the boatswain’s mates beat
the seamen into doubling their pace even as they rushed to fulfil their tasks.
Those who were the last to clamber into the shrouds got the worst of it.
They could expect the same again when they came down. Where it was
habitual, starting could accompany practically every activity, hoisting sail,



hoisting boats in and out, hoisting in supplies. The prolonged torment of
starting on such occasions was described in one account: ‘...when they
were not done with smartness, the captain stationed the boatswain’s mates
at different parts of the deck, each with a rope’s end, with orders to beat
every man as he passed them...Thus, whether good or bad, whether old or
young, whether exerting himself or not, nearly every man in the ship got a
beating. Sometimes these evolutions were frequently repeated, for the sake
of exercise and order; and I have seen them last so long, that when done, the
whole ship’s company were lying about the decks like so many hard-hunted
greyhounds.” And for the beaten it was ‘forbid even to look displeased, as
that is “Contempt” or “Disrespect”’.

To those who fell foul of an ill-tempered captain, fear had to be their
guide. That stood for his officers as well as the men. He could make or
break the officers. The men he could literally break, with flogging by the
‘cat’. A dozen lashes was supposedly the minimum that a captain might
inflict but, while there were those captains who sought to avoid all flogging
where possible, there were the others who decided lashes in number that
suited their disposition of the moment, with three to four dozen lashes by no
means unusual.

For the ordinary sailor, punishment could be arbitrary. Some of it is
described in a notably severe criticism of naval discipline published in 1813
by an officer, Lieutenant Thomas Hodgskin, who wrote, ‘At a very early
age I went to sea, with my head full of stories of the valour, generosity, and
chivalric spirit of sailors...much was I disappointed at finding one universal
system of terror—no obedience but what was forced—no respect but what
was constrained.’2

Hodgskin was particularly agitated by abuse of the twenty-seventh
Article of War, which threatened the severest punishment for any duty
negligently performed:

I have seen it acted upon, that no such thing as an accident could happen;
consequently, any misfortune must have arisen in some person’s neglect,
and some person must be punished to prevent its recurrence...Some of the
iron allotted to a man to polish does not shine well; his hammock has not
been clean scrubbed; his clues have not been blacked; his clothes have
wanted mending; his shirt has been dirty; or perhaps he may have neglected



the captain’s stock, or the wardroom dinner: these, and a thousand similar
trifles, are what seamen are flogged for, as neglect of duty. The captain’s
orders have made doing these things their duty; and custom sanctions his
inflicting flogging for their neglect. No person who reads over these items
for which sailors are flogged, whether sailor or not, must know greater part
of them have no real value in themselves; they have a beginning in the

captain’s will, and when he is pleased their utility ends.#

Occasionally, though not often, retribution caught up with particularly
tyrannical commanders. One case of the sort of wilful, fastidious
punishment that Hodgskin complained about resulted in the dismissal of the
captain, Sir Edward Hamilton. Before going ashore Hamilton had ordered
the gunner to clean the quarterdeck guns and carronades but when he
returned he swore that his orders had not been complied with, damned the
gunner as a rascal and ordered him and four of his men to be tied up in the
shrouds in ‘cold frosty weather’. The first lieutenant told Hamilton’s court
martial that the guns appeared to him to have been remarkably well cleaned.
The gunners had remained tied up until the surgeon intervened on their
behalf. It is reasonable to suppose that the action of the surgeon and the
unhesitant corroboration of the first lieutenant indicated a broader state of
tyranny than that single incident. Hamilton had been at sea since the age of
seven.2

One custom especially abhorrent to Hodgskin was that of flogging all of
the men involved in a particular task aloft: ‘...such as the main topsail-yard
men, etc., if they were last at executing a part of their duty, or if, in the
captain’s opinion, they stood conspicuous for neglect...This custom...yet
has, the evil effect of begetting hatred to the service...not many years have

passed since I saw all the men stationed on the main-topsail-yard severely
6

flogged for their dilatoriness.’2
Flogging was a dreadful, methodical business, designed properly to
impress its awfulness upon all. The condemned was stripped to his waist
and tied to a raised grating. The lashes were inflicted alternately by the
boatswain and his mates, each apportioned a certain number of lashes to
ensure that the force of the punishment was not mitigated by one man’s arm

grown weary. The cat’s tails were an inch thick and two feet long.



If the offence was considered to deserve more severe punishment the
man was held for court martial ashore, where the view of misdemeanour
was, if anything, even harsher.

The most horrendous form of punishment was for those landed for trial at
the naval stations and then sentenced to be flogged around the fleet. The
sufferer was tied to a grating or some such support erected in a boat and
borne from ship to ship, with drums beating the Rogue’s March. The crews
of all the ships were massed on deck to observe. The sentence could be
anything from two hundred to five hundred lashes. It was inflicted in
portions beside every ship, with a boatswain’s mate from each vessel
descending to perform the allotted share there. Against these ordeals
hanging was merciful, for no one could survive whole in mind and body
such a prolonged annihilation of spirit and self. If they did not subsequently
die from shock and torment, they would be maimed for life. As examples of
these, a sentence of two hundred lashes round the fleet was given for
‘skylarking’, during which the sentenced man’s companion was
accidentally killed, and the same for a shipboard crime of having robbed a
fellow seaman of a blue jacket and trousers, sold them, ‘and gotten drunk’.
These were by no means unusual.

One of the sharpest accounts of life aboard a late-eighteenth-century
ship-of-war is that of a youth, Samuel Leech, who went to sea expecting to
become a midshipman and instead found himself as merely a boy on the
lower deck. He gives a disturbing description of a flogging:

The boatswain’s mate is ready, with coat off and whip in hand. The captain
gives the word. Carefully spreading the cords with the fingers of his left
hand, the executioner throws the cat over his right shoulder; it is brought
down upon the now uncovered Herculean shoulders of the man. His flesh
creeps—it reddens as if blushing at the indignity; the sufferer groans; lash
follows lash, until the first mate, wearied with the cruel employment, gives
place to a second. Now two dozen of these dreadful lashes have been
inflicted: the lacerated back looks inhuman; it resembles roasted meat burnt
nearly black before scorching fire; yet still the lashes fall; the captain
continues merciless. Vain are the cries and prayers of the wretched man...
Four dozen strokes have cut up his flesh and robbed him of all self-respect;



there he hangs, a pitied, self-despised, groaning, bleeding wretch; and now
the captain cries, forbear!...and the hands sullenly return to their duties.”

Leech’s account, written later in life, had this to say on the consequences
of flogging: ‘One of two results always follows. The victim either lives on,
a lone, dark-minded, broken-spirited man, despising himself and hating
everyone, because he thinks every one hates him; or he lives with one
fearful, unyielding purpose...REVENGE. I have heard them swear—and the
wild flashing eye, the darkly frowning brow, told how firm was the intent—
that if ever they should be in battle, they would shoot their officers. I have
seen them rejoice over the misfortunes of their persecutors, but more
especially at their death.’

As might have been expected, under Nelson’s command flogging was a
rarity. He similarly went to any length to avoid hanging a man. Of equal
standing in model behaviour towards his seamen was Captain Cuthbert
Collingwood, later Admiral Lord Collingwood. This was Nelson’s close
friend from his earliest days at sea and his second in command at Trafalgar.
He survived Nelson by five years.

Collingwood, like Nelson, provided a model example of how a ship of
the line could be run with fullest discipline but without resort to brutality
and abuse. A year could pass aboard his ship without a flogging and when
he did order a flogging it was for serious reason, and the lashes were few.

Collingwood substituted a variety of punishments for the lash, such as
watering the offender’s grog or extra duty. He never used coarse language
with his men and forbade it from his officers. ‘If you do not know a man’s
name,’ he told them, ‘call him sailor, and not you-sir, and such other
appellations; they are offensive and improper.” When the men were sick he
visited them daily and nourished them from his own table. The same
consideration was extended to his officers. It was little wonder that free-
flowing tears accompanied his departure when he changed ship, as was the
case with Nelson, and the many others who behaved similarly: they were
not simply a few, but certainly they were not the majority.

Tyranny aboard a late-eighteenth-century man-of-war could be widely
distributed through the vessel, and not merely from the quarterdeck. Where
a captain might be lenient, punishment could come on the demand of his
lieutenants. Often the frequency was due to bad temper. ‘These severities



filled our crew with discouragement,’ Leech said. ‘A sailor dreads the
dishonour of the lash. Some, urged by a nice sense of honour, have
preferred death to its endurance. I have heard of one man who actually
overloaded himself with shot and deliberately walked overboard. Among
our ship’s company the effects of these severe measures showed themselves
in frequent desertions...some ran off when ashore with the boats, others
dropped overboard in the night, and either swam on shore or were
drowned.’

The malice of an ill-tempered officer, once attracted, could manifest itself
endlessly in all sorts of ways that broke the spirit or simply humiliated.
Midshipmen, too, could be vicious tyrants. Mere boys, they frequently
liked, as small masters, to exercise the authority that rank allowed them.
Seamen hated them for that. “Those little minions of power drove me round
like a dog’ was how Leech described them. The midshipmen of Ramillies
were described as ‘being of a most cruel and vindictive disposition’. But
midshipmen themselves could be victims of severe punishment. ‘I have
seen,” wrote a master’s mate, ‘young men of the highest respectability...
unmercifully flogged, on the bare back, at the publick gangway; brought
there but too often, not from their own impropriety, but from the malice of a
superior, who, fiend like, poisons the mind of his captain, and then works
their disgrace.” The common punishment for midshipmen was mast-
heading. Here the offender was sent to the topmast or the topgallant
crosstrees, to remain there for hours, even twenty-four hours, in all
weathers, themselves dependent there upon the topmen sailors for food and
drink.

The cost of unrelenting shipboard tyranny and the other harsh
circumstances that accompanied resulted in massive desertion throughout
the war. Men deserted wherever opportunity presented itself, in foreign
ports, even those of Barbary, and to all other naval flags. As in the Dutch
wars, they even went to the enemy, to the French (a few British sailors were
fighting aboard the French flagship at Trafalgar). But the most popular
choice was the United States, and the Americans made every effort to lure
British seamen when they could to help man their own growing navy. The
astounding scale of desertion was revealed in figures for one period
between May 1803 and June 1805, when more than thirteen thousand
seamen walked away, the majority of them among the finest, being both
able seamen and ordinary seamen.



Wise instinct nevertheless decreed that there had to be at least a small
break to the hardness of the shipboard regime. This came on Sunday which,
as Leech affirmed, was a day of revelry rather than worship. And, once a
year, the whole rigid structure broke down entirely and dramatically: ‘...at
Christmas our ship presented a scene such as I had never imagined. The
men were permitted to have their “full swing”. Drunkenness ruled the ship.
Nearly every man, with most of the officers, were in a state of beastly
intoxication at night. Here, some were fighting, but were so insensibly
drunk, they hardly knew whether they struck the guns or their opponents;
yonder, a party were singing libidinous or bacchanalian songs, while all
were laughing, cursing, swearing or hallooing; confusion reigned in
glorious triumph; it was the very chaos of humanity.’

Were sailors such outright ruffians and laggards that they deserved the
consistently vile treatment that so many suffered?

The sailor was admired for his bravery but not for his morals. But
contemporary pronouncements on matelot vice were heavily influenced by
the rising evangelical fervour of the time. For the evangelicals the ship-of-
war was simply an extension of the brawling, gin-sodden and prostitute-
enlivened scene in every naval dockyard. On board the ship lucky to be
moored at Plymouth or Portsmouth a riotously bawdy scene prevailed. As
Leech, a youth pronouncedly evangelical in outlook, indignantly described
it, ‘Bad as things are at sea, they are worse in port. There, boat-loads of
defiled and defiling women are permitted to come alongside; the men,
looking over the side, select whoever best pleases his lustful fancy, and by
paying her fare, he is allowed to take her and keep her on board as his
paramour, until the ship is once more ordered to sea.’

As with practically everything else, there could be no easy generalization
on the social character of the eighteenth-century seaman. For, like the social
origins of the quarterdeck, the lower-deck sailors, too, came from a variety
of backgrounds. Well into the war their usual shipboard composition could
be described as ‘a proportion of seamen and the rest landsmen of all
denominations’.

Although the late-eighteenth-century sailor had no prescribed uniform he
was easily identifiable, for there was certain uniformity in the manner of
dress when going ashore. The sailor then usually wore a short blue jacket
with brass buttons down the right side and on the cuffs. His shirt was
popularly one of blue and white horizontal stripes, like that of a modern



Russian sailor. The shirt collar was wide, with a black silk handkerchief
loose around the throat. Gaudy yellow or scarlet waistcoats were worn
under the jacket, decorated with collared ribbons. Trousers were white, and
floppily loose. White stockings and tight black shoes completed the picture.
Unlike the nineteenth-century sailors who followed him, the sailor of the
Great War was clean-shaven. But perhaps his most distinctive feature was
his queue, or pigtail, with the hair heavily greased and tightly bound with a
black ribbon.

Apart from the boys who went into the navy as prospective midshipmen
and officers, other boys were brought in from an institution known as the
Marine Society, which took in waifs and orphans. These boys went into the
navy either as ‘apprentices’ or as ‘servants’. Apprentices could be trained
up to be gunners, carpenters or other such ratings. The servants became real
servants to the officers. Other boys and young men entered the navy as
volunteers because it was the life they fancied.

Arrival on board for newcomers was an intimidating experience. That
this was a world of iron discipline of a special character was immediately
apparent as the confinement of those wooden walls closed in. On those
crowded decks every man was seen to be moving at the double, driven by
the boatswain and his mates. Every man had his task, his place, from which
there was no deviation. Samuel Leech gave a description that sprang
directly from the new industrial age burgeoning around him: ‘A vessel of
war contains a little community...governed by laws peculiar to itself...
when its members first come together, each one is assigned his respective
station and duty...each task has its man, and each man his place. A ship
contains a set of human machinery, in which every man is a wheel, a band,
or a crank, all moving with wonderful regularity and precision to the will of
its machinist—the all-powerful captain.’

The strength of intimacy, of loyalty, affection and mutual support within
those many small individual groups of messmates aboard a man-of-war
was, as many recounted, the bond that helped carry them through much that
was unbearable. It was the family solace, the inviolable trust, the necessary
dependence in a hostile and punitive world.

Eight seamen usually formed a mess, a berth between two guns. A mess
table was lowered from its place secured to the beams above. This was the
sailor’s living space on board, when not on duty. Here at night he slung his
hammock. He had two, one in use and a clean one in reserve. The allotted



space for a hammock was supposed to be fourteen inches in width. An
eighteenth-century scale drawing of the gun deck of a man-of-war shows
the impossibility of this if fully exercised for the entire crew. The system
was made possible by the fact of alternating watches.

When the boatswain’s whistle piped them up in the morning, ‘Up all
hammocks ahoy’, the sailors leaped from their hammocks, dressed
themselves in seconds, lashed the hammock into a tight roll and then ran on
deck to stow it in its allotted place with the others in the hammock nettings
that ran round the upper decks. And hastened in all these efforts by the
rope’s end of the boatswain’s mates. Then all to their duties. At noon dinner
was piped and, at half-past, the sound of the fifer sounding a popular tune,
immediately picked up by all, who went to draw their grog. This was the
best moment of the day. Half an hour of merriment and back to work. At
four p.m. supper and a second tot of rum or wine was served. Half an hour
later all mustered at their stations, which were then meticulously inspected.
When that was over the men ran down to collect their hammocks. At eight
o’clock the first night-watch turned in, until called at midnight.

During the night the officer of the watch maintained strict lookout with
one on each side of the bow, port bow and starboard bow, one on each
gangway, and one on each quarter, those being the after parts of the ship
close to the stern. The mate of the watch passed round every half-hour to
see that the lookout men were awake and attentive to their duty. A
midshipman went down every half-hour between decks to see that no
improper light was burning and that all was quiet.

The ship was pumped out at four every morning. The rule was that there
should never be more than eighteen inches of water in her, hard to sustain
aboard a ship at sea for months on end through all types of weather. At four
the decks were to be holystoned and washed. At daylight a man was sent to
the main and fore topgallant mastheads to look out. The officer of the
morning watch had to ensure that the sails were properly set, the sheets
close home, the sails taut up and the yards well trimmed, with everything
clear for making sail on other course at daylight if necessary. The captain of
the forecastle, the gunner’s mate and captain of the afterguard examined the
rigging of the lower masts and yards, the captains of the tops everything
above the tops, and a carpenter’s mate the masts and yards as soon as the
deck was washed. All these activities were reported to the officer of the



watch, after which the rest of the ship was roused and the hammocks piped
up and stowed, and a new full day began.

The eighteenth-century man-of-war was a natural vehicle for sickness
and disease. It living spaces were badly ventilated. In fine weather canvas
ventilators were rigged to pass fresh air below. But the uncertainties of
weather and operations meant that this was sporadic. In some operational
areas such as the Narrow Seas, ships were permanently battened down. The
atmosphere of permanent damp became steadily more rancid from the spray
and rain that entered, from leaking timbers and, not least, from
condensation of the mass of men inside. Portable fires were burned in
attempt to dry the interior, but the stench of this polluted air could not be
dislodged. Below the main deck it lay heavily throughout, rising up from
the bilges. The usual form of disinfectant was to wash decks and walls with
vinegar. In that atmosphere disease nevertheless spread rapidly.

By the late eighteenth century it had become commonly realized that for
the navy cleanliness was vital. Sailors were required to keep themselves as
well as their clothes and sheets and blankets clean. The lower decks were
cleaned every day, washed on Saturdays, but hygiene was a constant
problem. Seasickness and other sickness could foul below. A large intake of
impressed men meant that the seasick were vomiting wherever they found
themselves. Dysentery created its own havoc, with men loosening their
bowels before they could reach the heads to relieve themselves. There was
harsh punishment for those who unobtrusively tried to do their ‘dirt’ in
some corner of the lower decks. Regulations stipulated that the men ‘are
never to make water on the decks, or throw dirt of any kind on the gunwale,
nor any out of the ports, as the head is the place for such purposes’.

When a lower deck had become drenched, stoves were lit and moved
from place to place and no one allowed below until the deck was dry. Twice
a week the men had to wash their clothes.

Much more now depended upon the surgeon than before. He was a man
whose profession and standing had risen sharply by the time of the outbreak
of the Great War. His craft had altered gradually through the eighteenth
century from a rough business of sawing and sewing and trusting to luck for
recovery to sawing and sewing accompanied by increasing enlightenment
on some common diseases and on medical care. Even at its best, however,
what was known was scarcely anything at all in modern terms.



The shocking fact remained that sickness and disease devastated the navy
more than battle action ever could. In the American War of Independence
1,243 were killed against 18,541 who died of disease. In the Seven Years
War it had been even worse, with 1,512 killed against 133,708 men lost to
disease or desertion.2 But during the Great War, the rate of such medical
loss, though still appalling, diminished slowly but steadily.

Scurvy was a traditional affliction. From 1753, the single greatest benefit
for seamen was the knowledge that scurvy had a cure, but it was only in
1795 that Admiralty ordered lemon juice to be issued to the whole crew of a
ship. That came at the insistence of Gilbert Blane, one of the small number
of physicians who left their notable mark upon naval health and hygiene,
and thereby saved innumerable lives. But daily intake of lemon juice in the
rum was by no means yet the end of scurvy; the risk remained for long
voyages.

The greatest killers of the eighteenth-century sailor were the tropical
fevers such as yellow fever and malaria that fell like an onslaught upon
ships arriving in the West Indies and other tropical operational areas. At a
time when it was believed that ‘only bare conjectures’ could be made on the
causes of fever, the most insightful proposition came from a celebrated
medical scientist, Dr James Lind, whose investigations into tropical
diseases persuaded him that to save men ships should lie as far as possible
off tropical coasts.

The acute manning problem that the navy continually faced made the
manpower loss through these diseases one of the most critical issues
confronting Admiralty. The pursuit of cure or remedy by medical men
afloat and ashore was ceaseless. Much of what was administered would be
alarming to our eyes, but for fever and malaria some were close to the
mark.

A notable medication for fever was a tincture of cinchona, called
Peruvian tree bark, which would eventually become the source for quinine
and other anti-malarial alkaloids. Cinchona was used for medical purposes
by Andean Indians, and Jesuit missionaries passed it to Europe in the
seventeenth century. The bark was reduced to a powdered state. An early
experiment with Peruvian bark was undertaken by Leonard Gillespie,
surgeon aboard the sloop Weasel on a voyage to West Africa and the West
Indies in 1787.2 Gillespie, in common with others at the time, believed that
tropical downpour was dangerous to European constitutions. In the tropics



Gillespie made seamen coming on watch strip to the waist when it rained to
enable them to put on dry clothes when they came off watch. They also
drank a dose of bark in wine. Coming off watch they had to bathe in
seawater before putting on the dry clothes. They then took another dose of
bark in wine. It was in its way a strangely tentative combination of wildly
speculative supposition with ingestion of the unfamiliar. But that sort of
experimentation was common. Gillespie simultaneously insisted on total
cleanliness and fresh air. The ship was well ventilated throughout and
below decks washed with vinegar. Humidity was controlled with fires. A
sick berth was established under the forecastle and the sick were kept
separated from those in health.

The system worked. Weasel arrived at Antigua after her eight-month
voyage from England without a sick man on board. Few had taken ill
during the voyage itself. Only one man had died since sailing from
England.

Gillespie had morbid affirmation of his success through the performance
of Weasel’s companion ship out of England, the 32-gun frigate Minerva,
which had sailed a few days before Weasel to follow the same course.
Minerva’s allocation of bark had been left behind to sail with Weasel. But
since the ships never came together in West Africa Minerva never got her
bark. In West African waters her crew, as was usual, came down heavily
with fever. Her captain was among the victims.

It required another West African trial, in 1792 by the physician to the
Royal Hospital at Greenwich, Dr Robertson, before Admiralty accepted that
two daily doses of cinchona and wine should be issued to sailors who were
sent ashore in West Africa. Cinchona bark thereafter became the medication
common to the surgeon’s shipboard dispensary in tropical seas.

To the modern mind few images can seem more appalling than that of a
shipboard sick bay during an action, with the wounded coming down one
after another with their torn and bleeding bodies. They were treated strictly
in succession. Many therefore lay bleeding to death before the surgeon got
to them. When he did, the crush of work around him meant that there was
little time for decision on whether a limb might be saved. Amputation was
the quickest solution. The patient was given a quick slug of rum and a thick
leather gag put between his teeth. An assistant held the man as the surgeon
amputated. Skill meant that the operation was mercifully swift. A primitive
form of antiseptic was to draw the skin over the wound. That also helped



stem the flow of blood, but blood was nevertheless everywhere, flowing in
stream across the deck already soaked with it, lying thick on the clothes and
arms of the surgeon and his assistants and splashed on everything in sight.
All of this took place in circumstances as unhygienic as anything could be,
with no sterilization of instruments or of the place where the patient lay.
Gangrene and transmission of infections were a frequent consequence.

The courage and fortitude of the patients were remarkable. So was their
recovery in these circumstances. They put body and duty together again
with a promptness that is testament to their mental and physical powers of
endurance. Mercifully, they usually got the best that the circumstances of
their ship could offer. They were treated with consideration and got the best
of the provisions on board.

The Royal Navy’s disease-mortality death rate was three times that of
ordinary Britons of comparable age: navy being 1 in 30.25 against the
national mortality rate of 1 in 80. Set against that astonishing disparity was
the fact that the Great War presented situations that aggravated the problem
of maintaining shipboard health. There was, of course, the global range of
the war and the long voyages it demanded. Unaccustomed land operations
in unhealthy climates took their toll.

Feeding the deep-sea sailor had been an intractable problem since
oceanic venture began, and continued to be through the eighteenth century.
The basic diet was repellent and nutritionally barren. To the newcomer it
was likely to be distasteful at first sight, whatever the circumstances of the
man before he came to sea. The longer a ship stayed at sea without fresh
provisioning the worse it got. It could hardly be otherwise with salted meat
that might be years old, certainly many months, and stone-hard biscuit. Salt
was the only means of preserving meat. It was barrelled and stored in the
victualling warehouses until required. A ship taken out of service returned
its meat to the warehouse, where it remained until reissued to another
vessel. Darkened and hardened by age, these lumps bore little resemblance
to meat. It required long soaking before the cook could do anything with it,
by which time its resemblance to anything nutritious was nonexistent.

Biscuit presented a similarly sorry tale. It was baked in dockyard ovens
from a mixture of wheat and pea flour. As it aged it bred weevils and,
growing still older, the weevils metamorphosed into maggots. It was noted
that the French, ever resourceful, had installed ovens to bake fresh bread
daily. But there was no move to follow their example. Equally repugnant



was the breakfast mess called ‘burgoo’, oatmeal boiled in the foul-tasting
ship’s water. An alternative breakfast was ‘Scotch Coffee’, burnt biscuit
boiled in water to the consistency of paste. Midday dinner consisted of the
salted meat and pea soup.

Small wonder, then, that the greatest moments of the day came with the
issue of grog and wine or beer. Small wonder, too, that drunkenness and the
obliteration that it brought of all that daily assaulted the sailor became the
most zealously sought release. ‘One of the greatest enemies to order and
happiness in ships of war is drunkenness,” Samuel Leech wrote. “To be
drunk is considered by almost every sailor as the acme of sensual bliss...
Hence it almost universally prevails. In our ship the men would get drunk,
in defiance of every restriction.’

The drunkenness of sailors was indeed legendary. The quantity of liquor
issued daily was considerable, albeit diluted with water. The sailor got
either a gallon of beer, a pint of wine or half a pint of rum or brandy twice a
day. Beer taken on board before the ship sailed was issued until it ran out.
There was no issue of rum or brandy while beer lasted. Wine was usual in
the Mediterranean. But rum or brandy, easily kept, were the common issue,
and certainly the preferred. It was never difficult for a sailor to get drunk on
any day he wished. He could do so by saving his noon ration to augment the
supper one and by purchasing the rations of those willing to bargain.

In that light it becomes easier to understand how it was that two
judgements of the day, on the character of the British sailor, arose from his
supposedly questionable morals on the one hand and his unquestioned
courage on the other.

Hodgskin offered an unusual perspective on seamen’s courage and how it
enabled them to endure the worst of their circumstances. He saw a certain
defiant vanity: ‘On the whole, the character of the seamen may be summed
up, by saying, that they are courageous, because they are our countrymen,
and because they ardently love fame.” Their heroic status, their fame, had
been so liberally bestowed upon seamen that it had made them ‘peculiarly
sensible of praise...It is this love of praise, and the general success of the
navy, that makes desertion so much less frequent than it otherwise would
be; or, indeed, that makes seamen serve at all.’

“Two of the brightest points in the character of a seaman seem to be,
intrepidity, and presence of mind,” wrote J. P. Andrews, a compiler of social
images of 1789, in touching on the secular self-sufficiency of the British



sailor. ‘In the hour of extreme danger he does not, like the Portuguese, the
Italian, or the Russ, either ask assistance from, or denounce vengeance
against, his patron-saint. No, he trusts to his own agility and resolution for
safety; and if he imprecates curses on any head, it is on his own, or on that
of some lubber, who is not as active as himself in the general work of
preservation.’1C

Beyond the tone of evangelical urgency of a Hodgskin, the portrait of the
late-eighteenth-century British sailor that emerges is a fine one of an
individual bound by his own distinctive values. Those, formed by the worst
and the best in his seagoing life, raised him to his own special niche. One
can see him, as a hardy, easy-going type, simple in manner and outlook,
equipped with a buoyant spirit that determined his survival. All of that is
true enough. Being mostly illiterate, he left few individual accounts of what
drove him and his fellows, but there is plenty available from the sources
that surrounded him. From all of it we can see that the worst of what he
endured yielded much of the best in him. It invested him with consistent
qualities of loyalty, stoicism, generosity and the humane that set him quite
apart. The wilful nature of survival in his world, from battle and the
elements or the fevers that beset him, gave him a secular wit and humour
that was wholly his own.

Kindness is a quality that always recurs in portraits of the eighteenth-
century sailor: ‘...that fraternal regard which reigns among them all, let the
outsides of some be ever so rugged,’ as J. P. Andrews put it. ‘No tie of free
masonry, no oath, no bond of society, can unite any denomination of
mankind together as sailors are united.” Hodgskin concurred: ‘...from the
vices connected with avarice, they are eminently and conspicuously free...
none want while the others possess. At sea, every man is engaged in
prosecuting the same end, and the interests of all is the same: this begets a
similarity of feeling and opinion; and possessing these is the surest bond of
union...’

Leech described the joy of the sailors when a popular member of the
lower deck escaped a flogging. ‘So joyous were we all at his escape from
punishment that we insisted on his giving a concert, which went off well.
Seated on a gun surrounded by scores of the men, he sung a variety of
favourite songs amid the plaudits and encores of his rough auditors. By
such means as these, sailors contrive to keep up their spirits amidst constant
causes of depression and misery...these things are often resorted to,



because they feel miserable, just to drive away dull care. They do it on the
same principle as the slave population in the South, to drown in sensual
gratification the voice of misery that groans in the inner man...’

Finally, even when all of the bad of shipboard has been accounted for,
there arose those occasions when all ranks and all ratings were bound
together as one, each for the other. One such occasion arose when the 18-
gun brig Penguin fell in with three French ships, each with more metal than
she had. After two hours Penguin was ungovernable. As her topmast
crashed down, Captain Mansel took hold of the hand of the next man to him
‘and the whole crew followed his example; there was a moment of awful
silence; not a word was spoken, but we all knew what it meant, to stand by
each other to the last, and never to strike—three cheers to our brave captain
followed’ 11

BALLAD

Spanking Jack was so comely, so pleasant, so jolly,
Though winds blew great guns, still he’d whistle and sing;
Jack loved his friends, and was true to his Molly;

And if honour gives greatness, was as great as a king;:
One night as we drove, with two reefs in the main-sail,
And the scud came on low’ring upon a lee shore,

Jack went up aloft, for to hand the top-gallant-sail,

A spray wash’d him off, and we ne’er saw him more!

But grieving’s a folly,
Come let us be jolly,
If we’ve troubles at sea boys, we’ve pleasures ashore.

Whistling Tom still of mischief or fun in the middle,
Through life in all weathers at random would jog,
He’d dance, and he’d sing, and he’d play on the fiddle,
And swig with an air his allowance of grog:

Long side of a Don, in the Terrible frigate,

As yard-arm and yard-arm, we lay off the shore,

In and out whistling Tom did so caper and jig it,



That his head was shot off, and we ne’er saw him more.
But grieving’s a folly, etc.

Bonny Ben was to each jolly messmate a brother,
He was manly and honest, good-natur’d and free;
If ever one Tar was more true than another,

To his friends and his duty, that sailor was he:

One day with the davie to heave the cadge anchor,
Ben went in a boat on a bold craggy shore,

He overboard tipt, when a shark and a spanker,
Soon snipt him in two, and we ne’er saw him more.

But grieving’s a folly, etc.

But what of it all, lads! Shall we be down-hearted
Because that mayhap we now take our last sup;

Life’s cable must one day or other be parted,

And death in safe moorings will bring us all up;

But ’tis always the way on’t, one scarce finds a brother,
Fond as pitch, honest, hearty, and true to the core,

But by battle, or storm, or some damn’d thing or other,
He’s popped off the hooks, and we ne’er see him more.

But grieving’s a folly, etc.12



VII

TOULON

NEVER had Britain been launched upon a war that, once started, remained so
lacking on all sides in certainty of aim and direction, and of any semblance
of cohesive vision and intent.

In February 1793 no one in Britain had any idea of where this war was
going, other than that momentum was still provided only by the flare or
lapse of the passions from which it all initially arose on the Continent.

Across the Continent deposition of the French monarchy followed by
regicide had shattered seemingly safe thousand-year-old dynastic
assumptions of God-given right and privilege. Monarchies falling upon one
another in their perpetual dynastic play with balance of power in Europe
was one thing, but the prospect of universal challenge to the entire concept
of dynastic rule and legitimacy arising from the hitherto obediently inert
masses below their thrones was something else. Nevertheless, resistance to
France and its declared universal republican mission was a crisis that they
appeared incapable of coping with through any manifest concerted drive
and generalship, even after the French armies were driven back from most
of their initial conquests.

On the Continent the core alliance against France was an uneasy
collaboration between traditional enemies Prussia and Austria. Apart from
their natural suspicions of one another, both had other preoccupations as
well.

Austria had concluded its war with Turkey but stood alert in the partition
of Poland, where Prussia and Russia had in the past year seized what suited
their greed for territorial gain and defensive interests. Prussia remained
heavily watchful of any further Russian moves to gain more for itself in
Poland. Through the spring and early summer of 1793 Austria and Prussia
maintained their advance against the French, encouraged by the continuing
disarray and low morale of the republican armies.



The belief seemed to be that it would not last long. In spite of the horror
over regicide and terror there was, on many sides, an underlying though
reluctant recognition that a republican France was a fact that eventually
might have to be accepted.

In his address to the House on the declaration of war Pitt had spoken
forcefully of checking the progress of a system ‘the principles of which, if
not opposed, threaten the most fatal consequences to the tranquillity of this
country, the security of its allies, the good order of every European
government, and the happiness of the whole human race’. Even so, there
was nowhere any sense of the mighty conflict about to fall upon the world.
Nor would there be any intimation of such for at least a year or so. Pitt, with
no enthusiasm for any deep involvement on the Continent, was to continue
to hold in mind the idea of negotiated settlement. Most expected the war to
be over sooner rather than later. But the strategic situation everywhere gave
no comfort, for all that.

The Baltic had grown into a menacing problem during the peace. The
continuing rise of Russia under Catherine the Great and Potemkin had
established Russia not only on the Baltic but in the eastern Mediterranean
as well. Russia therefore presented a large and worrisome conundrum at the
start of this war. But she herself helped to resolve it in the short term by
offering to send a naval squadron to work with the British Channel fleet.
The value of the offer lay not so much in any effective contribution from
the ships but in having Russia on side as guarantee of the free flow of Baltic
trade.

As ever, to protect trade, the western Mediterranean was for Britain the
European theatre of greatest consequence and concern after the Narrow
Seas. For the moment, however, Britain’s situation in the Mediterranean
looked reasonably comfortable because of the Revolution’s recklessly
indulged impulse to go to war with so many of France’s neighbouring
Mediterranean states and territories. France and Spain were at war just a
month after Britain. Britain and Spain were therefore nominal allies. But
Spain was a resentful partner, for the Nootka affair still rankled.
Nevertheless, her powerful navy was on side. Alliance with Spain also gave
use of Spanish harbours. Cadiz offered facilities that Gibraltar lacked. The
Spanish Mediterranean ports could help serve any action against Toulon and
its fleet.



Britain’s other principal Mediterranean ally was the Bourbon Kingdom of
Naples, which embraced southern Italy and Sicily itself. Naples was its
capital. The kingdom’s queen, Maria Carolina, was a sister of Marie
Antoinette. She was as powerful in her influence in her realm as her sister
had been in hers. Naples, Palermo and Syracuse offered good operational
bases, if necessary. The Neapolitan fleet had four 74-gun line ships and an
army of six thousand at Britain’s disposal if she needed them. The island of
Sardinia belonged to the kingdom on the mainland of the same name, with
its capital at Turin, and offered good anchorage at different points. In this
war Britain thus began with a surfeit of Mediterranean alternatives, if she
required them.

Beyond European waters, the West Indies was an immediate concern.
The great wealth that the Caribbean gave to both Britain and France
established the early priority the islands had with each. A French fleet
sailed just over a week after the declaration of war. A British fleet under
Admiral Gardner sailed nearly a month later, on 24 March.

In St Domingue (Haiti) the former black slaves and mulattos had seized
the island, which was now under the rule of Toussaint L’Ouverture. He was
to declare St Domingue neutral but his disposition towards Britain was
sympathetic. Gardner returned to England, leaving part of his squadron
behind.

In India, Britain had made little effort to bolster its naval forces, which
consisted of only one 64-gun ship at Madras and a few frigates and sloops
at Calcutta. News of the war reached the British posts before the French
heard it. Swift action allowed the British to seize the French ports of
Chandernagore, Karica, Yanam and Mahe and finally Pondicherry. After
that, defence of the Indian coast was left to a single warship and armed
Indiamen. But with the powerfully fortified French base at Mauritius, the
Ile de France as it was known, the ports of the Indian Ocean remained
widely vulnerable.

The Indian Ocean now had significantly greater value than before. Apart
from the huge importance of India itself to Britain, the Indian Ocean had
become an access to the new settlements of Australia and the Pacific. In the
new geographical consciousness that enthralled the western nations at the
end of the eighteenth century, the Indian Ocean had become the critical half
of the navigable circumference of the earth. But its strongest new aspect in
1793 was the rising value of the China trade, especially given the American



intrusion there. For all those reasons Britain now had its first embassy to
China embarked on its long mission to Pekin via the Cape, Batavia and
Chusan.

With invasion as the immediate fear, it was upon home waters, however,
that the naval focus was necessarily and urgently directed at the start of any
war. Defence of the island rested primarily with the navy and its
guardianship of the Narrow Seas. But mobilization of the line ships was
painfully slow.

Earl Howe was admiral and commander in chief of the British fleet, as he
had been through the Spanish and Russian armaments. His subordinate flag
officers were Vice Admirals Thomas Graves and Sir Alexander Hood,
brother of Lord Hood. This was the top rank of the American War again in
command (Rodney had died in 1792). But it was not until three months
later, on 27 May, that Howe was ordered to proceed to Portsmouth to take
command of his flagship, the 100-gun Queen Charlotte, and only on 1 July
that he received more specific instructions, which were to protect Britain’s
trade, intercept that of the enemy and ‘molest’ the enemy’s ships.

By contrast the serviceability of the French fleet was pronouncedly
evident. That was first demonstrated little more than a week after the
declaration of war by the fleet that had sailed for the West Indies from
Brest. It was a squadron of three 74s together with frigates and corvettes
commanded by Rear Admiral Guillaume Sercey. About the same time ships
began sailing from Brest, Lorient and Rochefort to assemble in Quiberon
Bay. By midsummer twenty-one line ships and four frigates either lay in
Quiberon Bay or were at sea off that coast. They were there as a defence
against any British move to give support to a royalist insurrection in La
Vendée, the hinterland beyond the Brittany coast.

While the British line ship force remained largely immobile at Spithead
the French ships of the line moved freely. But the French took no direct
aggressive advantage. Instead, they practised a damaging irregular role by
moving about the Bay of Biscay and taking merchant prizes or supporting
privateers engaged in the same activity. The French Channel ports were
reported to be filled with captured English ships.

Ironically, never had the Royal Navy been in a better state for immediate
action. The armaments of Nootka and Ozchakov had left the navy primed.
Of the 113 line ships in the navy, between eighty and ninety were in good
condition. Nevertheless, this was a fleet of old ships. The age, quality and



slowness of the ships was to become a source of frequent, angry
remonstration among British officers in this war, with bitter contrast drawn
between the British ships and the speed and newness of the French. Then
there was the fact of manning. In spite of the unusual state of their
preparedness at the start of this war, the Royal Navy lacked the crews to
man its ships.

This was the perennial problem of the British navy. The country simply
did not possess the manpower that France had at its disposal for both army
and navy. Impressment was the traditional means of coping with that. The
manning problem meant that even ships fully ready for sea had to wait until
they had their necessary complement. Even at the end of 1793, more than a
quarter of the total number of line ships still lacked men.

On shore, the press gangs went out across the country to bring in those
who did not manage to elude them. Offshore, inbound merchantmen were
intercepted and stripped of part of their crews. For those returning from a
long voyage, life’s rawest cruelty was to be seized within sight of the land
upon which they had expected to be stepping ashore perhaps that day or the
next. They knew that for perhaps years they would be trapped aboard the
ships to which they were delivered. Often they would never see the pay
they had expected to draw for their labour aboard the merchantmen.

Nelson provided a rare exception in the manning of his ship Agamemnon.
Like everyone else he needed the press. ‘I have only got a few men, and
very hard indeed they are to be got, and without a press I have no idea our
fleet can be manned,’ he wrote to his father on 10 February, three days after
joining Agamemnon at Chatham.! He nevertheless started by sending out a
naval team to call for volunteers in Norfolk seaports and made his own
appeal among the farms and villages around his home. The result was a ship
that had the family spirit of men from the same or nearby communities. His
midshipmen, too, were drawn from the gentry of his area. They included his
thirteen-year-old stepson, Josiah, and twelve-year-old William Hoste, son of
a neighbouring clergyman. Like all the boys answering the call to sea at the
start of this war, these young gentlemen, if they survived, were to form the
mature generation that concluded it.

France had entered the war with one of the most powerful navies it had
ever possessed, the creation and pride of Louis XVI. It had 250 vessels,
eighty-two of which were of the line. Three-quarters of them were ready for
sea or in a serviceable state. After the start of the war a massive addition of



seventy-one new ships was ordered, including twenty-five of the line. Five
of the latter were to mount 100 guns. One 130-gun ship was ordered. For
the rest there were 80s and 74s.

For all that, the French navy was nevertheless a vastly different creature
from what it might otherwise have been. The Revolutionary troubles of the
past two years had taken their toll within a service whose officers were
exclusively from the nobility or from those close to it in the social
hierarchy. Mutinous outbreaks occurred in all the major seaports. Officers
were insulted, threatened with death and gaoled when they sought to restore
order. All of this occurred in the early years of the Revolution, even while
Louis XVI was still recognized as king. Like many of the nobility, naval
officers began to leave the service, and fled the country itself.

The purge of officers continued. Many of the most distinguished went to
the guillotine. ‘And,’ said the French naval historian Jurien de la Graviere,
‘that navy so glorious, so devoted, so redoubtable to the enemies of France,

seemed to disappear entirely in a single year of terror.’2 But, for all its
difficulties, that was far from being entirely so. There were those who
remained, loyal to their service and to the country. One such was Lieutenant
Villaret-Joyeuse, who of necessity was soon to be elevated to admiral. And
while all of this helped explain the lack of any aggressive drive in the
French navy at the start of the war in spite of its strength, and though it
continued to labour under great difficulties, it was nevertheless a huge and
intimidating force whose courage was fierce.

Initially, however, the French preoccupation with Quiberon together with
the immobility of the larger part of the British line fleet created an interlude
of suspended main event on the seas, lasting from February to midsummer.
That was not to say that this was a war that lacked action. There had already
been a great deal of it, right from the start. While the big ships lay quiet, the
smaller ones were not, as demonstrated by the actions of Nymphe and
Cléopatre and Boston and Ambuscade.

For all the great resounding battles that would mark it so indelibly upon
history, this war from start to finish would be one of unceasing action by
under-line ships, the frigates, sloops, brigs and lesser craft. For twenty-two
years theirs was to be a show of sustained action. Upon these ships and their
boat operations would fall the burden of a continuous fighting war. It was
frequently solitary, lone-vessel war, with one-on-one vessel engagement, as
well as dangerous inshore work in unfamiliar waters, mounting landing



incursions of seamen and marines into hostile territory, open-boat boarding
parties with ferocious close combat in the galley manner. The under-line
efforts were unceasing. With the big line ships lay the ultimate
responsibility of decisive engagement that would settle the grand issues of
mastery at the points wherever it was vitally necessary. Theirs was the task
of finding and drawing into battle the enemy’s equivalent force and then
destroying that force’s ability to shield an invasion or maintain operations
that could drastically affect the course of the war. Formal battle was what
the line ships sought, and only rarely got. Line ship strength was collective,
as a fleet in being. Such stationing was limited to where the enemy’s like
concentration lay. And, since the French were largely to avoid full-scale
line battle by holding their line ships in harbour, blockade of those ports
where they lay, Brest and Toulon especially, would become the frustrating
main preoccupation of the British line ships. Upon the under-line ships
therefore was to fall much of the responsibility for the vast pattern of
operational involvement that lay outside the confining mission of the line
ship battle fleets. The under-line war on both sides did not lose a day from
the start of the war, when these ships were immediately active. They
remained active to the very end. When not in pursuit of privateers or prizes
the under-line ships sought one another. Whatever the mission or the
encounter, the under-line ships represented the unceasing battle at sea. Raw
courage, intrepid daring and brutal endurance aboard the small ships
produced a sustained heroism on both sides that has become one of the lost
memories of the Great War, and those under-line sailors its forgotten heroes.

It was two months after Admiral Gardner sailed for the West Indies with his
squadron that a second battleship fleet sailed, under the command of Lord
Hood, who had been named commander in chief of the Mediterranean
forces. Nelson’s Agamemnon was part of the force. As with Howe’s
Channel fleet, Hood’s ships were slow in preparation.

On 22 May Hood finally sailed from Spithead, with his flag in the 100-
gun Victory. The force was united at Gibraltar and sailed from there on 27
June, fifteen ships of the line and nine frigates, whose task was to blockade
Toulon and Marseilles and, if possible, to bring out the French fleet at
Toulon to fight. They were off Toulon on 16 July. There they were to be
joined by a Spanish fleet of twenty-four ships of the line under Admiral



Juan de Langara. Seventeen French line ships, including two 100-gun
vessels, lay in the Great Road of Toulon. With such a mighty force arrayed
against them it was highly unlikely that they would come out to confront it.
For the next month, until 25 August, Hood’s ships were engaged in their
vigilance of Toulon and Marseilles and the adjacent waters. The uneventful
monotony got to Nelson. ‘I can hardly think the war can last,” he wrote to
his wife, ‘for what are we at war about?’ And to his brother, ‘Time must

discover what we are going after.’2

At the other end, Earl Howe finally put to sea on 14 July, five months
after the start of the war, with twenty-three sail of the line.

The sailing might of Britain’s home fleet was at sea at last. Off Belle Ile
on 31 July cries from the masthead reported enemy topsails just above the
horizon. The French fleet consisted of fifteen line ships and two frigates.
The ships sighted were the Quiberon fleet under Admiral Morard-des-
Galles bringing in the merchant convoy from the West Indies. For two days
the British ships tried to catch up. But on 2 August none of the French were
in sight. The first line battle of the war had failed to offer itself.

While the Royal Navy was thus seeking to come to action new
Revolutionary tumult was tearing France apart. This was to be of great
significance to the fleet lying off Toulon.

The counter-revolutionary insurrection that had broken out among the
peasants of La Vendée in March had begun to have effect across the
country, even as the French army was being driven back from its early
gains. La Vendée provided an example that was followed by the cities of
Marseilles, Lyons, Bordeaux, Toulon and other regions, all of which rose
against the capital. Then, as the Austrian commander, the Prince of Coburg,
marched on Paris, from this extreme situation arose revolution within the
revolution itself. On 2 June 1793, the governing party, the Girondins, were
overthrown by the other republican party, the more extremist Jacobins, the
men of the ‘Mountain’ as they were known. This was the climax of the
Revolution, the launch of the real Terror, the instrument by which new,
ruthless organization was laid upon the country to control from Paris every
aspect of the national life. Patriotic fervour was aroused across the nation to
help confront the invading forces and to suppress the counter-



revolutionaries. It was a renewed passion that was to save France as she
faced invasion north and south, east and west.

The Committee of Public Safety, the machine of Jacobin power, decreed
a levée en masse to defend France. A military engineer, Lazarre Carnot,
became the ‘organizer of victory’. A new army was conscripted from all the
départements, all the food and materials that would sustain it were
requisitioned. Those who were resistant or who were suspected of a lack of
patriotism got summary justice, but the zeal that infused the new army gave
it an entirely different character. Its soldiers became seized by a
strengthened revolutionary élan that carried them forward with a rage that
was soon to have decisive impact upon the fractious efforts of their
invading opponents. Coburg’s march to Paris faltered. An attempt by the
Duke of York to seize Dunkirk failed.

In the western Mediterranean the prospect looked better for the counter-
revolutionaries. Toulon and Marseilles were divided by royalist
insurrection. Delegates from Marseilles in July persuaded sections of the
civil and military establishments at Toulon to raise the Bourbon flag.
Toulon nevertheless remained a base holding powerful Jacobin loyalists. A
significant part of the naval force and strategic points retained Jacobin
support. The fall of Toulon to the royalists could not be assumed, even with
the Bourbon flag flying.

The flagship of the Toulon fleet, the 100-gun Commerce de Marseille,
was typical. Her commander in chief, Rear Admiral Trogoffe, was a man of
the old navy. While he and his captain supported the royalists, other officers
and crew were republican. The other 100-gun ship in the port, Commerce de
Bordeaux, was commanded by Toulon’s second in command, Rear Admiral
St Julien who, together with his officers and the rest of the ship’s company,
was an ardent republican.

On 23 August Hood had a dramatic surprise. Commissioners from all the
départements around the mouth of the Rhone, including those of Marseilles,
boarded Victory and declared they had full authority to negotiate peace.
They had expected to find delegates from Toulon on board but these had not
turned up. The absence of the Toulon delegates prompted Hood to send
ashore one of his French-speaking officers, Lieutenant Edward Cooke, to

try to contact the Toulon delegates. He was given full authority either to

bring the delegates back with him or to negotiate terms.?



Cooke was picked because he had been ashore when the fleet first
arrived, to treat for an exchange of prisoners. Accompanied by a
midshipman he waited until ten that night to row into the harbour. It was
dark and windy, which helped them slip past ships that Cooke knew to be
republican in sympathy. But they ran into a boom and a gunboat emerged.
Fortunately Cooke, on his first mission the month before, had become
acquainted with the man who commanded the craft. No alarm was sounded
and word was sent to the royalist Commissioners to come to the harbour.
Delegates promptly came down and Cooke gave them Hood’s terms on
submission of the port.

Cooke and the midshipman were told to remain in their boat and not to
land. In the morning they were taken to the French navy’s quarantine station
where they received a letter fixing a meeting with the Commissioners.
Cooke sent off the midshipman in Victory’s boat to deliver a written report
to Hood. At dusk a guide arrived with a horse and Cooke was taken on a
long ride from the outer harbour to inside the fortified walls of Toulon.
Meanwhile, the midshipman in Victory’s boat had been seized and taken
aboard Admiral St Julien’s ship. He was interrogated on how he and Cooke
had got to the city and where Cooke was. Cooke’s letter to Hood was read
and its contents relayed to the other ships, accompanied by St Julien’s threat
that if Cooke were caught he would be hanged.

On arrival in Toulon, Cooke was taken to a chamber where the
Committee General was sitting. Hood’s proposals were unanimously
accepted. The British would be put in full possession of all the outlying
forts, together with the city and its fortifications. The French ships would
all move into the inner harbour. All officers civil and military would be at
Hood’s disposal. But grain shipments should immediately be allowed.

Cooke listened to it all in astonishment and joy. He was negotiating the
surrender of the greatest base on the Mediterranean. Nothing like it could
have been imagined when the fleet had arrived offshore. He promised that
the British would protect them, whatever Revolutionary force might be sent
against Toulon. Cooke’s guide took him to a coastal village, from where a
boat got him to Victory. Cooke arrived on board at midday, just forty-eight
hours after his departure.

Hood was pleased but remained doubtful, unwilling to trust anything
until the French ships lying in the outer harbour had been moved into the
inner one. The difficulty of achieving that was the likely resistance of the



republican officers and crews aboard some of the ships. Cooke immediately
offered to return to Toulon to have the Commissioners canvas the response
of the fleet. He left at daylight.

To get ashore he had to pass a French frigate. On his approach the frigate
manned and sent off her longboat to intercept him. They began firing when
it became evident that he was trying to escape them. The shots passed over
his head and he got ashore. He remained under heavy fire along the path he
had to follow round the bay, compelled to pause among the rocks to catch
his breath and regain his strength. The firing persisted as he reached trees
above the rocky shore. Hiding there until the frigate appeared to have given
up, Cooke continued his breathless run to the town, where he was greeted
‘amidst the acclamations of the greatest multitude I ever beheld’. But the
news was bad.

Republican sailors had sent word ashore that they would do their utmost
to preserve Toulon for the republic. That froze the negotiations of the
town’s people. Admiral St Julien had deposed Admiral Trogoffe as
commander of the fleet and had also taken command of forts on the left of
the harbour.

Cooke set off back to the fleet mid-afternoon, accompanied by a guide
and a deputy. All journeys circuitous of that huge bay were long and
difficult. The three had to cover thirty-five miles to a point where they were
likely to get a boat. They got there at daylight and some hours later seized a
Genoese fishing boat. At four o’clock that afternoon Cooke was back
aboard Victory.

Hood summoned all his admirals and senior officers to a council aboard
Victory. A naval landing was decided upon. It would be the first of
countless such, large and small, that the Royal Navy would be called upon
to launch in this war with sailors and the marines, and on this occasion also
with the two regiments that had sailed out with Hood. Together sailors and
military formed a small force of fifteen hundred men. Their objective was a
huge and powerful fortress, Fort La Malgue, that dominated the Great Road
beyond the outer harbour. It mounted forty-eight pieces of cannon.

Cooke was delegated to lead the sailors. One of Hood’s captains, Keith
Elphinstone, commanded the troops. At nine in the morning of 28 August
the ships covering the landing stood towards Fort La Mague, which was
effortlessly captured. At noon Captain Elphinstone entered the fort at the
head of the troops. Even as all of this was taking place the Spanish fleet



commanded by Admiral Juan de Langara hove up over the horizon. By the
time they came to anchor near the British fleet Toulon and all its
fortifications had fallen.

Elphinstone sent a flag of truce to Admiral St Julien with the warning
that ships failing to proceed to the inner harbour and put their powder on
shore would be treated as enemies. But St Julien had fled during the night
together with the greater part of the crews of the seven line ships that had
been attached to him. The ships were brought into the inner harbour. The
next day Hood’s fleet anchored in Toulon outer road, followed by the
Spanish. One thousand Spanish soldiers were landed to reinforce the
British.

Here at Toulon it seemed that the future had begun, for Britain, her allies
and France. As Pitt saw it, the fall of Toulon was a blow that had to be ‘in
every view the most important which could be struck towards the final
success of the war’.

Over five days, with great daring, Edward Cooke had helped to secure
what looked like becoming one of the greatest strategic victories in all the
history of Britain’s wars with France, the more remarkable for being
practically bloodless in its initial accomplishment.

Nelson, meanwhile, was speeding towards a special encounter, on an
urgent mission intended to obtain more soldiers for the future defence of
Toulon. Nelson was to sail first to the small Genoese port of Oneglia to
leave despatches for transmission to the British minister at Turin, Mr
Trevor, asking him to do all he could to get Sardinian troops. From Oneglia
he was to proceed to Naples to press upon the British minister there, Sir
William Hamilton, that he in turn should similarly press the Bourbon king
of Naples to send as many Neapolitan soldiers as possible to Toulon.

Nelson had strongly regretted having to leave. ‘I should have liked to
have stayed one day longer with the fleet, when they entered the harbour,’
he wrote to his wife, ‘but service could not be neglected for any private
gratification...What an event this has been for Lord Hood; such an one as
History cannot produce its equal; that the strongest place in Europe and
twenty-two sail of the Line, should be given up without firing a shot. It is
not to be credited.” But the wonder of it was already looking threatened.

Marseilles, meanwhile, had submitted to the French general leading the
assault against the insurgent south of France, Generel Carteaux, whose
attention was immediately directed at Toulon. The French army thereafter



began establishing itself more firmly on the heights above Toulon. An
advance force from Carteaux’s army with ten cannon arrived at the village
of Ollioules above Toulon. On 30 August Captain Elphinstone led a force of
six hundred British and Spanish troops and sailors and deployed them so
skilfully in an encircling movement to gain the high ground that the French
were chased from the village and their cannon captured. Elphinstone’s force
continued to maintain the defence of the outlying districts of Toulon and to
hold command of the heights, even as Carteaux’s army grew in strength
there, with reinforcements continually arriving. By the middle of
September, however, Toulon was under constant alarm.

The large Spanish contribution in ships and men compelled Hood to
appoint one of the Spanish admirals, Gravina, commandant of Toulon in
overall land command. The weight upon Hood increased daily. Lord
Mulgrave, a soldier-diplomat sent by Pitt to obtain a picture of the situation
in the region arrived at Toulon on 6 September. Hood gave him command
of the British land forces, working with Admiral Gravina. Their problem
was numbers. Eight hundred Sardinian troops arrived. The British fighting
force, sailors and soldiers, was around two thousand. The Spanish had
landed one thousand soldiers and 1,500 of the French in Toulon had
volunteered. But already some fifteen thousand French were on the heights
above Toulon.

A continuous struggle was now underway for the posts on the heights
that offered the most advantageous command over Toulon. The French
were constantly firing upon the fleet and gunboats below. Although the
French posts were repeatedly destroyed others quickly replaced them.

On the night of 11 September the Agamemnon lay anchored in the Bay of
Naples, with all on deck admiring ‘the throws of fire from Mount
Vesuvius’. The Neapolitan flagship lay anchored nearby. King Ferdinand IV
was on board and the following morning summoned Agamemnon’s captain
to his ship. A treaty of friendship and common purpose had been signed
between Britain and the Kingdom of Naples (the largest in Italy) earlier that
year.

Nelson went straight from this royal interview to deliver Hood’s letters to
Sir William Hamilton. Mutual admiration was quickly established.
Hamilton was so taken with Nelson that he offered to put him up in his own



house, something he had never before done with any other officer. Nelson
for his part was said to have declared to Hamilton, ‘You are a man after my
own heart; you do business in my own way.” Together they went to see
Ferdinand’s principal adviser, an Englishman, Sir John Acton, who
immediately promised that two thousand Neapolitan troops would be sent.
Ferdinand subsequently doubled the number.

Nelson was now to meet Sir William Hamilton’s wife, Emma, of whom
he said in a letter to his own wife, ‘Lady Hamilton has been wonderfully
kind and good to Josiah. She is a young woman of amiable manners, and
who does honour to the station to which she is raised.’

The king twice more sent for Nelson to talk, and also invited him to dine,
placing Nelson on his right. Ferdinand invited him to watch the drilling of
troops destined for Toulon. There were entertainments at the Hamilton
palazzo and at Acton’s, and aboard Agamemnon. All of it was a cheerful,
easily intimate fusion.

Agamemnon’s brief stay at Naples was a warm interlude that brought
together in their initial contact a small group of oddly assorted individuals
whose reunion and involvement at a later time would be under far more
dramatic and straining circumstances. They were figures who composed
their own particular tableau image of those aspects of late-eighteenth-
century society that effortlessly and amiably set an outlook free of
moralizing constraint within the formal structures of mannered living.

Emma Hamilton was a beauty who had made an effortless ascent from
the bottom to the top. The daughter of a blacksmith, she had progressed
through early episodes either of brothel existence or something similar to
life at the highest end of the scale as mistress to two succeeding members of
the aristocracy, the last of whom, Charles Greville, second son of the Earl
of Warwick, had become a love match. But Greville, with debts and lacking
private fortune, required to marry an heiress. In an extraordinary
negotiation he had passed Emma on to his widowed uncle, Sir William
Hamilton, who at first received her reluctantly but then in his turn fell in
love with her.

Hamilton, grandson of the third Duke of Hamilton, was a passionate art
collector, a man of quiet grace and high intelligence. Tall, lean, sunburned
by twenty years of southern Italian sunshine, he was at sixty-two of striking
distinction to those who met him. He and Emma had a close and
comfortable relationship with Ferdinand and his queen, whom Nelson could



not meet on this occasion because she was pregnant with her eighteenth
child. Ferdinand, physically unattractive, bearing the distinctive large
Bourbon nose, pursued women and wild boar with equal intensity. He had a
peasant coarseness that he enhanced by another of his hobbies, dressing as a
fisherman, spending the night with his nets, and then selling the fish in the
market, where he weighed them and took the money himself. It was a
character that gave no pleasure to the aesthetic Hamilton, but a necessary
intimacy had to be maintained with a monarch whose kingdom was of such
indispensable strategic importance to the British navy. It was an intimacy
anyway unavoidable through Emma Hamilton’s close relationship with
Queen Maria Carolina, who was the effective ruler of the kingdom and
brought to it the total preoccupation with methodical and absolute rule
derived from her Hapsburg lineage. She governed her husband as
effectively as she did the kingdom. Working in close liaison with the queen
was John Acton, the ‘prime minister’ of Naples. Acton came from an old
Shropshire family. His father, a physician, had married a Frenchwoman. He
had grown up on the Continent, served in the Tuscan navy, been drawn
from there into the Neapolitan navy and within that service gradually built
his position and influence in the Kingdom of Naples.

Into this wayward group Captain Horatio Nelson was now warmly
accepted. But he had to sail away in haste, without embarking the troops, on
receiving a report that a French warship and the merchantmen it was
convoying were anchored in a Sardinian bay. It would be five years and in
quite different circumstances before there was a reunion with his Neapolitan
friends. It is impossible to know what he carried away with him concerning
the plump, vivacious Emma Hamilton, other than gratitude for a brief,
generously hospitable interlude.



VIII

BUONAPARTE

ON the heights above Toulon a young artillery captain had joined the French
forces. He had hoped to be elsewhere.

In July, Captain Napoleon Buonaparte had been ordered to join the army
of General Carteaux while it was attempting to put down the anti-Jacobin
insurrection in and between Lyons and Marseilles. Buonaparte was in
Avignon as rebel resistance began to collapse across Provence. Anxious to
get himself elsewhere, he had applied for a transfer to the Army of the
Rhine.

Buonaparte was twenty-four and in a poor state of mind and body. Born
of one of the leading families of Ajaccio, Corsica, his line was traceable to
a noble Florentine family that went back to the eleventh century. Influence
had got him into a school for the sons of French nobility at Brienne. He had
gone on to the Ecole Militaire in Paris and from there graduated into the
artillery regiment, Régiment de La Fere. Part of his subsequent training had
been at the artillery school at Auxonne, where he continued to excel. The
young Buonaparte was at Auxonne when the Revolution began. He saw it
as an opportunity for the independence of Corsica and arranged a transfer
from the regular army to a Corsican battalion. But Pasquale Paoli, the
political leader for Corsican independence, broke with the French
government and sought British help. Buonaparte and his family fled to
Provence condemned by the Paolists to ‘perpetual execration and infamy’.

Buonaparte had obtained his reinstatement in the French army before his
family’s flight from Corsica. The shortage of officers as a result of the
emigration of the noblesse meant that he was promoted from lieutenant to
captain. His salary was all that his family now had to survive on. Little was
left for himself. Thin, emaciated, bitter and disillusioned, he embraced
Jacobinism in a fierce pamphlet, urging France to unite under the Jacobins
to save the country from its invaders and the vengeance of the emigrant



nobles. With a formerly bright career now lying inconclusively upon him,
he sought to make his own contribution where the greater action was. But
instead of getting a transfer to the Army of the Rhine Buonaparte was
ordered to join General Carteaux’s army above Toulon as chief of a
battalion of artillery.

On 16 September 1793 Buonaparte arrived at Carteaux’s camp near the
village of Ollioules. He found disorder. The French were well placed but
lacked cannon and munitions. Carteaux was ignorant of the range of his few
cannon and Dommartin, the artillery commander, had been disabled by a
wound. The continuous arrival of more troops added to the confusion.
Trying to bring order to the situation was Salicetti, a Corsican friend of the
Buonaparte family who, like Napoleon, had left the island after Paoli’s
successful seizure. Salicetti was one of the Commissioners of the
Convention who had been sent to this critical scene to try and impose order
and to inject patriotic drive. For France loss of this celebrated arsenal and
Mediterranean command base was impossible to suffer. To Salicetti the
arrival of this entirely professional artillery captain in whom he knew he
could put his trust and dependence was miraculously opportune.

Salicetti appointed Captain Napoleon Buonaparte commander of the
artillery above Toulon. Buonaparte was astonished to discover that he had
pathetically little to work with. The accurate return fire of the allied forces
from Toulon harbour had left only a few field pieces and fewer heavy guns.
There were hardly any munitions and no tools. There was no discipline.
Buonaparte imposed it. “You mind your business,’ he told infantrymen who
objected, ‘it is artillery that takes fortresses: infantry gives its help.” He then
set about organizing supplies. From his knowledge of the forces, resources
and dispositions of the army at its positions in Provence he began collecting
cannon, mortars, munitions and stores from various points.

The view from Paris was that an extended siege would be required to
dispossess the British from Toulon. The Committee of Public Safety sent
plans and instructions on how the siege should be managed. A band of
fortifications experts was sent down and a council was called above Toulon,
presided over by one of the Deputies, Gasparin. The confusion was such
that Barras, another Deputy, went so far as to recommend that the whole of
Provence should be abandoned. From the outset Napoleon had believed a
siege to be unnecessary if a headland—I’Eguillette—that commanded both the
inner and the outer harbour could be taken. That was the plan that he



himself put forward and the one that was eventually put into effect, for

which in his memoirs he thanked Gasparin, the man he therefore regarded

as truly opening his career.!

Unfortunately, I’Eguillette was commanded by Fort La Malgue, which
the British had captured and renamed Fort Mulgrave. It was to be three
months to the day after Napoleon’s arrival before those critical positions
were overwhelmed. Buonaparte needed that time to create batteries ever
closer to Fort Mulgrave, which the French called ‘Little Gibraltar’.
Meanwhile, the bombardment upon the British from the heights continued,
with heavy fighting as each side sought to capture the other’s batteries. In
this fierce combat the Spanish admiral Gravina was wounded.

Nelson was back at Toulon on 5 October. The change in the situation
there since his departure was immediately apparent to him, and pithily
summarized. ‘Shots and shells are throwing about us every hour. The
enemy have many strong posts on the hills which are daily augmented with
men.” Agamemnon was welcomed back for the contribution she could make
to reinforcement of the allied forces. Nelson immediately had a large
portion of his men taken from him.

On the heights the fighting now ranged to and fro. It became an
indecisive struggle for the same strategic points as across the south the
republicans were restoring their power. After the capture of Marseilles
Carteaux’s army had begun to take the other insurgent départements of the
south of France. Lyons, the critical point for domination of the south of
France, fell on 9 October. The full concentration would now be on Toulon.

The fall of Lyons meant more weaponry for Napoleon up at Ollioules,
where he had established an arsenal with eighty workers. He had sent an
officer to Lyons, Briancon and Grenoble to procure all that could be useful.
Cannon were being brought from Antibes and Monaco, and requests for
horses went to everywhere between Nice and Montpellier. Carteaux had
been succeeded by General Doppet, who reported that Napoleon was
ceaselessly busy. When he needed rest, Doppet said, Buonaparte merely lay
down on the ground and wrapped himself in his cloak.

Down below Nelson stood on Agamemnon’s deck watching the action on
the heights and envying his own seamen and those naval officers who were
called upon to participate. In this war he was yet to see action. His
frustration at Toulon had already been expressed several times. Inaction in
the presence of action was unbearable to anyone whose every instinct in



such a situation raised a total involvement of mind, spirit and demanding
energy. But for the onlooker gazing back across two centuries what taunts
the imagination is that first circumstantial bonding between the two junior
officers, the two captains, in that place and at that moment, the one on the
heights and the other on the water below.

It is strange to reflect on how alike these two were at that moment. They
were types as unprepossessing as any within their respective milieux. Both
were poor physical specimens, almost fragile in their thin, unimpressive
frames, hardly the movers and shakers of land and sea. Yet it was all
already powerfully there. In Nelson, a mere junior post-captain, the thrust to
impose himself upon the war and its direction wherever he found himself
was ever determined, irrepressible. So, too, with Napoleon. These two
whose war it swiftly would become, upon whose genius and actions so
much of fate and future would be decided, were here at the start the closest
that they would ever be to one another. As he moved between his posts to
place cannon and to engineer fortifications, Napoleon’s attention would
continually be drawn to the harbour below and the ships that were seeking
the range of his battlements. And from his quarterdeck Nelson would
perpetually be scanning through his glasses the heights where the other was,
clearly seeing the small figures bent on destruction of his own ship and the
other vessels around him. Did each in his sweeping view of the scene on
some occasion have fleeting, unwitting sight of the other? Here the
metaphysical, never far from the historical imagination, intervenes. For it is
impossible not to be drawn to the strange quirk of destiny that should have
brought them here, so close together at the very start: two minor players
placed on stage as the curtain rises on the first major act of the long drama
that will steadily enlarge their roles and characters until they are finally
delivered to a climactic duel.

Agamemnon lay just two weeks at Toulon before sailing on another
assignment for Hood, whose dependence upon Nelson grew. Nelson was
increasingly picked for assignments that required the particular combination
of zeal, perception, daring and intelligence that Hood, as chief of
Mediterranean operations, required. This preference of Nelson for particular
tasks owed much to Nelson’s own determination to put himself forward at
every opportunity that allowed him the action he perpetually sought, as well
as the public recognition he craved.



The new assignment was to accompany a diplomatic mission to the Bey
of Tunis. For Nelson the main significance of this diversion was to be that
he did not return to Toulon while the British were still there.

At Toulon the situation through October deteriorated rapidly for the
allies. Hood’s problems were on all fronts, with his allies as well as with the
enemy on the hills above.

On 18 October the Spanish admiral Langara told Hood that a Spanish
officer, General Valdes, had arrived to command the Spanish troops,
replacing Admiral Gravina who was still recovering from the wound
suffered in the battle of 1 October. Then, five days later, on 23 October,
Hood was informed by letter from Admiral Langara that on account of the
valour of Admiral Gravina the Spanish king had promoted him to the
military rank of lieutenant-general and consequently had appointed Gravina
commander in chief of the combined forces at Toulon.

An astounded Hood declared vehemently that Toulon and its dependent
forts been surrendered to the British alone and that, moreover, before the
Spanish fleet had arrived. The Sardinian and Neapolitan troops who were
there had been put at Britain’s disposal under Hood’s command where they
and the British forces had to remain.

Adding to this crisis was the fact that two senior British officers had just
arrived, Lieutenant General O’Hara and Lieutenant General David Dundas.
Their arrival further compounded Hood’s problems because Lord Mulgrave,
Pitt’s emissary, had been working closely and satisfactorily with Gravina,
and was not prepared to take second place to the new British officers. He
returned to London. For Hood a further blow had been that O’Hara and
Dundas had brought only half the one-thousand-man reinforcement of
soldiers he had requested from the governor of Gibraltar. Hood’s ships had
become seriously weakened by the substantial number of sailors that had
been drafted ashore to man the outlying forts for, as it had been from the
start, much of the hard drive in the land fighting remained naval.

The Spanish then made a move with their ships that the British read as
intentionally menacing. Hood had only ten sail of the line in Toulon against
Spain’s twenty. Many of his gunners were ashore. On the excuse of moving
his ships to more convenient anchorages L.angara brought his three-deckers
to what the British officers saw as clearly threatening positions near the
British ships. Langara’s own ship was brought broadside alongside Victory.
Two other line ships were anchored on her bow and quarter.



A man of Langara’s caste and diplomatic sophistication well knew that
the British were the least likely to consider themselves intimidated by such
a move. He would also have known the power of provocation in a man like
Hood. The shift was certainly Langara’s stern reminder that the greater part
of the shipboard metal there was under his command to move or dispose
with as he saw fit, distinct warning that the relationship between Britain and
Spain could change.

The Spanish had good reason to be aggrieved. They were in every sense
the largest party there. Apart from having the largest fleet, and with it the
strongest artillery, the six thousand troops they had landed represented by
far the largest contribution, three times the size of the British force. For
their own reasons they were nevertheless pleased to have that force there.
The suspicion had arisen in the Court at Madrid that the long-range
intention of the British was to retain Toulon, despite Hood’s assurance in
the terms of the surrender that Britain would simply hold Toulon on behalf
of the Dauphin, Louis XVII. If this war were to be as short as many still
believed it might be, the idea of Britain retaining two of the greatest
strategic points in the western Mediterranean, Toulon as well as Gibraltar,
was insufferable.

Langara renewed his demand for more power in the naval, military and
civil government of Toulon. He got nowhere. With Hood, he was unlikely
to. The British admiral remained coldly brusque with the Spanish, in
manner and correspondence.

Mulgrave had worked closely with the Spanish. General O’Hara
followed his example and shared command, but Hood dealt with any
Spanish approach with a resolute bluntness and lack of diplomacy. Both
Langara and Gravina were described as having the exemplary manners of
men of rank. Gravina especially was said to be ‘a very pleasing and
gentlemanlike man’. To such men Hood’s manner created great continuing
offence.

Hood was nearly seventy. Like Howe and the other senior commanders,
he had been called from what in effect had been a well-earned retirement
after the American War. He embodied as much as any man could that
conviction of the indomitable that was so particularly a naval trait. It sat
upon his sharp, angular features and the look of disciplinary authority that
his portraits convey. But the situation in which he now found himself was
wholly different from anything in his experience. What had looked like



unique triumph was fast gathering the appearance of being a trap closing
upon him, flight from which would be a defeat as distinctive as the triumph
first had seemed to be. The humiliation of retreat now daily confronted him.
By mid-November it was already evident that he was powerless to avoid it,
without a miraculous infusion of new forces. That prospect had become
remote.

Britain had asked Austria for a contribution and was promised five
thousand soldiers. But when Hood sent a ship to Vado Bay to collect them
none were there. The Austrians apparently had no intention of fulfilling
their part of the bargain. In spite of railing against Austria for failing to
meet a commitment at this hour of greatest need at Toulon, Britain itself
was preparing to send a force of seven thousand soldiers to the West Indies.
They sailed on 26 November, escorted by a squadron under Sir John Jervis.
Simultaneously a force to assist the failing Vendée rebellion was being
considered. Toulon appeared to have the least priority of all, perhaps
because of a lingering belief in London that France would collapse during
the winter. For Toulon Britain laughably promised only a small detachment
of cavalry. It would be easy to surmise from all of this that British intention
to hold on to Toulon was hardly a full and serious commitment. Yet neither
was there any demonstrable suggestion of any ready willingness to
evacuate, least of all with Hood, who was to spurn suggestions from
General Dundas that they should.

The Spanish by now were more realistic about any possibility of holding
on to Toulon. As early as 3 October the Spanish Foreign Minister, Duque
d’Alcuida, had suggested to the British ambassador at Madrid that
contingency plans should be made to sink or set on fire French warships to
avoid the French navy making use of them, if eventually Toulon were to be
abandoned.

By mid-November the French had some forty thousand men above
Toulon. Defending Toulon the allies had sixteen thousand, many of whom
were sick or wounded. Between them the defenders had to cover a
circumference around town and harbour of fifteen miles and twenty main
posts beyond, as well as minor ones.

The idea of British retention began to vanish steadily as the French hold
tightened. By November, Napoleon had ringed Fort Mulgrave and the
headland of I’Eguillette with batteries. The fate of Toulon had come to
depend upon possession of these. Once Fort Mulgrave, ‘Little Gibraltar’,



fell, the General-in-Chief, Dugommier, would have Fort I’Eguillette, which
commanded all-the outer harbour, the inner harbour and Toulon itself—
which meant that in French hands I’Eguillette would suggest immediate
withdrawal of the allied fleets or their destruction from the fort. The
imminence of that fate grew as the French increased their assaults against
‘Little Gibraltar’. In an allied retaliation on 10 November, O’Hara was
wounded and taken prisoner. General Dundas, now in command, was
already advising Hood to abandon Toulon. But Hood clung on. The end
came on 17 December.

At two that morning, in the middle of a wild storm, the French attacked
Fort Mulgrave. Napoleon’s horse was shot dead under him in the first rush.
The Spanish gave way. The British were unable to hold. All retreated. At
dawn on 17 December Toulon was lost.

Dugommier advanced from Mulgrave to I’Eguillette, where the British
and Spanish fleets lay before him. Hood was fortunate. Napoleon had hoped
to cannonade the combined fleets before noon but poor construction of the
batteries at I’Eguillette meant that this had to be postponed until the guns
could be planted in new positions. That could not be until the next day. Had
it not been so, Buonaparte would have had his own Trafalgar right there, a
naval triumph to match his first military triumph.

A council of war of all the commanders, British, Spanish and the others,
was urgently called aboard Victory before midday on the 17th. Evacuation
was to be immediate. The troops were called in from the posts. They were
assembled at Fort La Malgue to be taken off in the boats of the fleet. The
sick and wounded were embarked immediately. So were some fifteen
thousand loyalist men, women and children from Toulon. Within twenty-
four hours most of this had been accomplished.

Spain’s recommendation on 3 October of the need of a contingency plan
for evacuation had never been acted upon—it had been dismissed out of
hand. Too little preparation meant that many of the finest French ships,
including the grand Commerce de Bordeaux lay in the inner harbour. These
had to be destroyed, together with the arsenal, the general magazine and all
the storehouses, packed with valuable pitch, tar, tallow, oil and hemp. And
to the fore stepped Sir Sidney Smith, last heard of fighting the Russians
while serving in the Swedish navy. He had arrived at Toulon two weeks
before from Constantinople.



Smith was a naval captain without immediate employment and therefore
on half-pay. He immediately volunteered himself to Hood as the one to
destroy all that should not be left behind. His offer accepted by Hood,
Sidney Smith collected a party of other officers and took a small fleet
composed of a tender, three English and three Spanish gunboats into the
inner harbour. The dockyard people had already replaced the white Bourbon
cockade with the Revolutionary one. Triumphant shouting and republican
songs could be heard from the French soldiers rampaging into Toulon town.
The immediate menace was a surprising one. Prisoners, whom the French
often assigned to galleys, had freed themselves from their chains on board
the galleys and attacked the party. Sidney Smith kept the guns of the tender
aimed at the galleys as the other craft went about sinking the French ships.

Instead of sinking a frigate, as they had been ordered to do, the Spanish
on one of the gunboats set her alight. She had been packed with one
thousand or more barrels of gunpowder and the explosion nearly destroyed
the entire party. One gunboat was blown to pieces, others badly damaged.
One of Sidney Smith’s officers and three sailors were killed in the blast or
from the rain of flaming debris, but they gathered themselves and continued
sinking and burning ships. Then another powder ship blew up. The
conflagration and roar and ceaseless firing imposed itself indelibly upon the
minds of those present. Napoleon on St Helena recalled his own awe of it:
“The whirlwind of flames and smoke from the arsenal resembled the
eruption of a volcano, and the thirteen vessels blazing in the roads were like
so many displays of fireworks: the masts and forms of the vessels were
distinctly traced out by the flames, which lasted many hours and formed an
unparalleled spectacle.’

As the inner harbour exploded on 18 December, the British fleet
withdrew from the outer harbour and road of Toulon to lie between Hyeéres
Bay and the Iles d’Hyeres, there to consider the immediate tactical future.

As an anticlimax, on that very day a message went from London to Hood
advising that two thousand men would be sent from Ireland.

There was now a great deal to mull over, both aboard Victory off Hyeres
and in London. To the last Hood made no practical gesture towards possible
evacuation. When the decision was finally forced there was no time for any
systematic destruction of the port and the formidable French fleet that lay
there. A huge fleet was lost to the British. Although twenty-five French
warships were set alight, including thirteen ships of the line, half of them



were recovered and restored to action by the French. Three French line
ships, including the 120-gun Commerce de Marseille, together with three
frigates and seven corvettes, sailed out with the British, this their modest
prize from the great fleet that might have been theirs. Rear Admiral
Trogofte, commanding the flagship Commerce De Marseille, had allied
himself to the British from the start.

Across Britain loss of Toulon was coupled with dismay over the lack of
action on the Atlantic. Howe had either been at sea with his fleet vainly
searching for the French, or briefly at Torbay for supplies. For the people at
large all of this seeming inaction was as poor a showing as Toulon. Scorn
from the public prints focused on the fact that the French fleet was several
times sighted by Howe’s Western Squadron yet there had been no captures,
no battle fought. Howe was widely blamed. The uncomfortable fact to be
faced was that a full decade of peace had brought a generation of
inexperienced men to sea.

As Howe’s young signal lieutenant Edward Codrington later said, ‘When
our fleet, composed of inferior men and of inferior ships, and commanded
by officers, some of whom in the commonest evolutions betrayed a want of
seamanship and of knowledge of their profession, got a distant view of the
French fleet, superior in numbers, on our first putting to sea in July, 1793,
Lord Howe did his utmost to get them in order to bring them to battle.” But
for his failure with them Howe paid dearly in public perception for, as
Howe’s biographer John Barrow commented, ‘...if they hear not of a battle
and a victory, are apt to become dissatisfied, and to conclude that, as
nothing of the kind has taken place, blame must rest somewhere, and where
can it be more appropriately fixed than on the shoulders of the commander-
in-chief?...Such was the clamour that prevailed in the year 1793 among all
ranks and descriptions of men...The public prints of the day...were
exceedingly and offensively scurrilous against the British admiral,
sometimes gravely or ridiculously critical, at other times sarcastic.’

Howe and his ships and their crews were in desperate need of their break
when, finally in the middle of December, this grand fleet of eighteen sail of
the line and five frigates was brought into port and laid up, half at
Portsmouth and the other half at Plymouth. There they were to remain until
May 1794.

A small, brilliant feat followed as postscript to Toulon. Hood’s nephew,
Captain Samuel Hood, commanding the 32-gun frigate Juno, brought his



ship into Toulon harbour some two weeks after the evacuation, ignorant of
what had taken place. Unable to see the British fleet he guessed them to
have moved into the inner harbour. He took his ship in. Passing a brig at
anchor Captain Hood hailed her to ask where the British admiral lay. He
made no sense of the answers.

As Juno anchored a boat full of French officers and officials boarded her.
Hood assumed them to be French working with the British. But a
midshipman observed that they all wore republican cockades. A lieutenant
said, ‘I believe, sir, we shall be able to fetch out, if we can get her under
sail.’

Hood instantly ordered the French below. Marines with pikes forced
them down. In less than three minutes every sail was set and braced for
casting. As soon as the cable was taut it was cut. The head sails filled and
Juno moved out. The brig and the forts began firing on her, but she made

the open water, firing at the shore as she found her way out.2



IX

CORSICA

As the first year of the war drew to a close Britain and her allies confronted
general uncertainty, with a stalemate on land and a lack of any result upon
sea. The broad situation that the British parliament surveyed as it met at the
end of January 1794 offered little of immediate prospect to build upon, with
scant gain so far against the turbulent power that commanded France.

France’s rush against Holland and Belgium had been held. But strong
doubts were arising concerning the staying power and involvement of
Prussia, which remained preoccupied with Poland and territories it wanted
there. Austrian mistrust of Prussia was deep and growing. The coalition and
its military thrust appeared stalled. So it would remain, deep into 1794,
accompanied by increasing anxiety about the rising strength, cohesion and
success of the French army under the organizing vitality of Carnot.

The spirited new French army was everywhere demonstrating its
recovery. Across the south the anti-Jacobin revolt had been fully
suppressed. But for the British it was the failure at Toulon and the lack of
any line ship action in the western approaches during 1793 that had
provoked real dismay.

The overall strategy for the Continent visualized by Pitt was destruction
of the Jacobin government. This was seen as the most likely means of
terminating the war. The Austrians preferred it as the quickest solution and
it was agreed that Paris should therefore be the target of a new campaign.
But who would bear the fullest burden of the cost of it all, particularly the
huge Austrian and Prussian armies?

The formula taking shape was the traditional one in which a Britain weak
in land forces and chary of committing those she possessed to Continental
warfare instead contributed to the costs of others or paid for mercenaries
who fought on her behalf. But the picture that was forming even in late
1793 already hinted that the position against France might not hold even on



that familiar basis. Weighing it up, Britain at the start of 1794 could, with
perspicacity, recognize the other side of that situation, something equally
familiar, which was that somewhere along she might find herself on her
own. And that brought her back where her own certainties dwelled, what
she felt sure of: the sea and her navy. But in January 1794 anxious questions
touched that as well.

Earl Howe’s failure to bring the French grand fleet to battle sat badly
upon the nation as a whole. The British public wanted battle from its navy.
They wanted it in their home waters, where their real security lay. They
wanted the assurance of it in a war the direction and balance of which no
one yet could properly fathom. It was from the navy, so closely tied to
British emotion and sentiment and conviction of destiny, that some positive
assurance was required. Some affirmation of British naval mastery was
needed to alleviate the ingrained fear of invasion.

Whatever the outcome on the Continent there had to be assurance that the
navy retained its full capability of defending Britain’s shores, her primal
defence, while maintaining its dominance upon the broad oceanic strategic
picture, the source of Britain’s power and wealth.

The man committed to the latter was Secretary of State for War Dundas,
a hard, ruthless, greedy Scot who later, as Lord Melville, head of the
Admiralty, was to face a difficult trial in parliament on charges of
corruption. He effectively dominated colonial policy under Pitt. Unlike Pitt,
he upheld slavery and the slave trade, attracting the implacable hostility of
the Evangelical Abolitionists. It was symptomatic of Pitt’s broadly balanced
position in the fractured society of late-eighteenth-century Britain that as
Prime Minister he was equally comfortable in his working relationships
with such different characters and viewpoints.

Dundas had already declared that in this war he never wanted to have to
choose between colonial defence and that of the Continent. Here was the
revived voice of Chatham, Pitt the Elder. For Henry Dundas, too, if forced
to choose, his priority would ever be oceanic, attached to colonial
possession and trade rather than Continental Europe. In early 1794 his
colonial focus was anxiously fixed upon the West Indies.

After Britain’s loss of the American colonies and France’s loss of
Canada, the West Indies had become the focal point of colonial interests.
The West Indies stood as the immediate indispensable source of colonial
wealth. Troops that would have made a big difference at Toulon were



mustered for the West Indies instead. Departure of the Indies force was
delayed until the end of November, after deployment to the French coast in
the futile attempt to give assistance to the rebellion in La Vendée. Finally,
on 27 November 1793, a powerful squadron commanded by Vice Admiral
Sir John Jervis, bearing seven thousand troops under Lieutenant General Sir
Charles Grey, sailed from St Helens for a winter crossing of the Atlantic.

The loss of Toulon signified something greater than the loss of the base
itself. After sweeping away rebellion in the south, the French now had what
they called the Army of Italy, a new threat to all the British allies along the
coasts of the Ligurian Sea. Sardinia, Genoa, Leghorn (Livorno) and, though
much more distantly, Naples and Sicily, all suddenly looked more
vulnerable.

This was what Hood contemplated in January 1794, as his fleet lay
anchored in its retreat at Hyeres Bay, just a few miles from Toulon. Hood
had lost the place that Marlborough in his war had considered being the key
to Mediterranean and trans-Alpine military action. French success in the
south of France and French pressure on the Austro-Sardinian forces around
and beyond the Alps meant that Marlborough’s Mediterranean strategy had
become as relevant to this war as it had been to his.

Unhappily for Hood the French fleet at Toulon and the extensive naval
facilities there, the command base of French power on the western
Mediterranean, would soon be restored.

Hood required a new base to cope with that. It had to be somewhere
accessible to supplies, where storage depots could be maintained and ships
repaired and refitted. And from where Austrian and Sardinian military
operations could be supported. Hood looked at his maps and with Corsica
lying large before him it was the obvious choice. It offered good harbours,
easy provisioning and, best of all, plenty of timber for ship repair.

Corsica, formerly the possession of Genoa, had been ceded to France in
1768. It was the Genoese connection that had given Napoleon Buonaparte
his Italian antecedents. The nationalist leader, Pasquale Paoli, was fighting
the French and had already asked George III to take the island under British
protection. In 1793 his partisans had established positions of strength across
much of this wild, mountainous island, but the French commanded its
principal strategic bases.

The objective for Hood would be the large bay of San Fiorenzo at the
northern end of Corsica. Fiorenzo was the natural shelter for a fleet with



defensive outposts at the fortresses of Bastia and Calvi. With these three
points taken from the French, the British navy would cover the most vitally
strategic stretch of coast in the entire Mediterranean, the Ligurian coast.

Fiorenzo lay a mere two hundred or so kilometres directly south of
Genoa across the Ligurian Sea. Within easy reach stretched the entire
coastline from Toulon to Elba. Apart from Toulon itself, this reach
embraced such diverse points as Nice, Genoa, Spezia and Leghorn. A tight
blockade of Toulon would be maintained with French trade and supply
through Genoa and Leghorn to Corsica equally tightly controlled, if not
curtailed.

To Captain Nelson, Hood promptly delegated the task of preparation for
this critical offensive through which British command of the Mediterranean
might become absolute. The zeal with which Nelson committed himself to
his new task indicated his own conviction of that. From the last days of the
old year into the first weeks of the new he had been blockading the
Corsican coastline to lock in the French ships at their Corsican anchorages
and to deny the French army its supplies. Two French frigates were
destroyed at their anchorage. Garrison stores on land were destroyed by
Agamemnon’s guns from the sea. Supply ships were captured. Nelson in
short time made himself master of the coast around Bastia. Agamemnon’s
sailors began to regard themselves as ‘invincible, almost invulnerable’, he
wrote to his wife. ‘“They really mind shot no more than peas.’

The first assault on Fiorenzo nevertheless failed. Hood suspected
treachery from islanders who, though fighting the French, were ever hostile
to any invaders of their shores. On 12 January Hood sent a delegation from
the fleet to Corsica for new discussions with Paoli at his base. The party
consisted of two army officers and Sir Gilbert Elliot, who was to represent
Britain on the island. The group reported favourably and Hood immediately
sailed for Fiorenzo from Hyeres Bay.

As the siege of Fiorenzo began sailors undertook the task of reducing one
of the outlying fortifications, Forneilli, whose guns covered Fiorenzo.
Forneilli was a formidably fortified redoubt that appeared to defy any form
of assault. Its natural defence, height and steep access, was the common one
of a place as ruggedly mountainous as Corsica. It was dominated, however,
by a rock-like projection, several hundred feet above sea level, which the
French had failed to fortify, in an apparent belief that it was inaccessible.
The ascent to the top appeared close to perpendicular in places, seldom



much wider than what allowed one person to stand. But up that path the
sailors dragged the heavy guns brought ashore to form a battery, from
which they poured shot upon Forneilli, forcing the French to retreat into
Fiorenzo. Getting the guns to the top was an astonishing feat of strength,
endurance and determination, a tough accomplishment of a kind not at that
time associated with naval sailors. But the precedent had been set at Toulon,
where a naval officer had led the invading force ashore and where artillery
had similarly been hauled to the heights and manned there by sailors.

Nelson initiated on Corsica the sort of sailor landings and land operations
that would become a frequent and indispensable form of naval assault
throughout this war. On Corsica those provided the fuller action and
excitement that Nelson had been craving. Toulon had denied him action,
although many of his own sailors had been taken ashore to fight. Corsica at
once promised something different, and delivered it. This sudden licence for
what Nelson relished most, independent action, enlivened him. He wrote to
his wife, ‘I have not been one hour at anchor for pleasure in eight months;
but I can assure you I never was better in health.’

Hood’s dependence upon Nelson mounted steadily. Certainly he would
have found no one else with the same zest for what was allocated to him.
All of it resounds from Nelson’s correspondence at the time. Hood, he said,
trusted his ‘zeal and activity’. On the business of contacting and conferring
with Paoli, “This business going through my hands is a proof of Lord
Hood’s confidence in me, and that I shall pledge myself for nothing but
what will be acceptable to him.’

On 19 February the French abandoned Fiorenzo and retreated to Bastia.
That same day Nelson had gone ashore with sixty troops and marched to
within three miles of Bastia. He was surveying Bastia’s defences at the time
of the Fiorenzo assault and delivered an exhaustive report on the
fortifications, their vulnerabilities and on how the place might be taken.
That task became the fire in his mind.

Hood’s faith in Nelson had reached the point where he took care to avoid
placing a senior captain over him on these Corsican operations, the next
phase of which, Bastia, was thus entirely entrusted to Nelson, who now had
six frigates under his command.

Closing off Bastia was vital. From Bastia across to Leghorn offered the
shortest direct passage between Corsica and the mainland. It was therefore
the main supply point for the French. Bastia was a walled town of ten



thousand inhabitants with a citadel at its centre. The main fortifications
were along the sea front, with others in the hills above guarding the
approaches from Fiorenzo. The high batteries would also intimidate any
force that might manage to seize the town. But Nelson was all for rushing
and taking the place at once. He had examined landing places near Bastia
and believed that troops and cannon could be landed with great ease on
level country south of the town. His reports went over almost daily from
Agamemnon to Hood aboard Victory lying off Fiorenzo. He reported that
the French were ceaselessly strengthening the defences of Bastia.
Nevertheless, ‘Bastia, I am sure, in its present state, would soon fall,” he
wrote to Hood.

On 23 February Nelson decided on close reconnoitre and bombardment
of Bastia from the sea. It was to be a studiedly slow-paced challenge to
Bastia’s firepower from his frigates, led by Agamemnon. ‘I backed our main
top-sail and passed slowly along the town.” Twenty-seven identifiable guns
and four mortars firing from the shore, the heights and the town itself
commenced pouring shot and shells upon the small fleet of frigates. The
cannonading between ships and shore lasted nearly two hours. Although
every ship was struck not a man was killed or wounded aboard any of them.

During the action British troops appeared on the heights above Bastia.
They were under Lieutenant General Sir David Dundas, who had
commanded the military at Toulon. He was a close relative of Minister
Henry Dundas, to whom he sent ‘whining’ letters that the ever-optimistic
Dundas contemptuously rejected. The troops had come over on the twelve-
mile land route from Fiorenzo. They made no move down to attack from
the heights.

The appearance of the military raised impatient reflection with Nelson. In
a letter to his wife detailing the events of that day he said, ‘If I had carried
with me five hundred troops, to a certainty I should have stormed the Town,
and I believe it might have been carried. Armies go so slow, that Seamen
think they never mean to get forward; but I dare say they act on a surer
principle, although we seldom fail. You cannot think how pleased Lord
Hood has been with my attack...’ In a letter to his brother on the same
event he gave the army less allowance: ‘Our troops are not yet got to work.
I can’t think what they are after.’

What he himself was after, now even more determinedly so, was to do
what he felt the army was failing to do. Hood, in remarkable concurrence



with such precipitate possibility of conflict between the two services, was
swiftly of the same mind. But when Dundas brought his troops back down
to Fiorenzo, Hood sought to persuade him to return and attempt to take
Bastia. Dundas refused. He believed that starvation by blockade would in
due course bring submission, without the loss of life that would result from
direct assault. And, he forcefully asserted, Hood indubitably would be of
the same opinion were the whole responsibility of such an attack to rest

upon his shoulders.1

‘Nothing would be more gratifying to my feelings, than to have the
whole responsibility upon me,” Hood coldly corrected.

‘What the general could have seen to have made a retreat necessary, I
cannot conceive,” Nelson wrote in his journal. ‘I wish not to be thought
arrogant, or presumptuously sure of my own judgment, but it is my firm
opinion that the Agamemnon with only the frigates now here, lying against
the town for a few hours with 500 troops ready to land...would to a
certainty carry the place. I presumed to propose it to Lord Hood and his
Lordship agreed with me.’

Hood agreed that Nelson might take the town with five hundred troops
backed by three ships of the line from Hood’s squadron but doubted that
Nelson could take the heights as well. Hood therefore went back on shore
from Victory two days after his first meeting with Dundas to press the
matter with him again. But he got no further: Dundas refused even more
vehemently than before, declaring that an attack on Bastia was
impracticable without the reinforcement of two thousand troops requested
from Gibraltar, adding ‘I consider the siege of Bastia, with our present
means and force, to be a most visionary and rash attempt, such as no Officer
could be justified in undertaking.” Dundas’s force consisted of sixteen
hundred regulars and 180 artillery men. Nelson’s estimate of the strength of
the French in Bastia had been one thousand regulars and fifteen hundred
‘irregulars’, the latter Corsicans.

Hood’s written reply to Dundas was sharply edged: ‘I must take the
liberty to observe, that however visionary and rash an attempt to reduce
Bastia may be in your opinion, to me it appears very much the reverse, and
to be perfectly a right measure...and I am now ready and willing to
undertake the reduction of Bastia at my own risk, with the force and means

at present here, being strongly impressed with the necessity of it.’2



Faced by that intractable declaration of intent Dundas resigned his
command. Unfortunately for Hood the successor to the command, General
d’ Aubant, shared Dundas’s views. And he unrelentingly stuck by them. He
not only refused soldiers for an assault on and siege of Bastia but also
withheld from Hood mortars, field guns and ammunition from the stores he
controlled at Fiorenzo. Hood was compelled to send to Naples for the
materiel he lacked. But he exercised his own powers by recalling on board
his ship’s soldiers from four regiments who had previously been allocated
to him to do temporary service as marines and whom he had loaned to
Dundas for the capture of Fiorenzo. Since these soldiers were now
registered as part of the complements of the ships aboard which they were
quartered d’ Aubant was unable to refuse to release them.

The siege of this remote Corsican fortress of Bastia became bitter
infighting between the Royal Navy and the army. With the soldiers under
d’Aubant’s command confined to their garrison in Fiorenzo, this was the
navy’s war or, so to speak, Hood’s and Nelson’s personal campaign. For
Nelson, Bastia had to fall, and soon. To him the attitude of the army in
refusing to join with Hood in the assault was incomprehensible. ‘Not
attacking it I could not but consider as a national disgrace. If the Army will
not take it, we must, by some way or the other.’

Through March Nelson maintained the blockade of Bastia, with
Agamemnon riding out near-continuous gales and thick weather. From his
storm-lashed quarterdeck Nelson angrily watched the town daily
strengthening its defences: ‘...how that has hurt me’. Some of the hardship
he was imposing upon Bastia was being experienced aboard Agamemnon as
well. On 16 March he reported to Hood, ‘We are really without firing, wine,
beef, pork, flour and almost without water: not a rope, canvas, twine or nail
in the ship...We are certainly in a bad plight at present, not a man has slept
dry for many months.” As postscript to that same note in his journal he
added, ‘But we cheerfully submit to it all, if it but turns out for the
advantage and credit of our country.” Holding on was critical for Nelson
personally, his fear being that if Agamemnon were compelled to go to
Leghorn for stores he would lose his own role in the attack on Bastia. He
was in something like near panic over missing out on another land
operation, one so closely involving his own efforts and persuasion. He put it
to Hood, ‘My wish is to be present at the attack of Bastia; and if your
Lordship intends me to command the Seamen who may be landed, I assure



you I shall have the greatest pleasure in doing it, or any other service where
you may think I can do most good: even if my ship goes into port to refit, I
am ready to remain.” Hood responded and Agamemnon’s deficiencies were
supplied from the squadron and other sources.2

Nelson, together with an army artillery officer and an army engineer, then
made steady reconnaissance ashore to decide landing beaches and sites for
batteries northward of Bastia. He pitched a tent on a beach with the union
flag hoisted above it, and was thereafter in continual movement between
tent and Agamemnon. His presence on land was constant because his
sailors, with others from the squadron, were building batteries, clearing
roads and hauling guns and ammunition to the batteries. Like the earlier
effort, it was a phenomenal task dragging guns up those rocky and
precipitous heights, requiring physical strength and stamina that astonished
all who witnessed it. ‘It is very hard service for my poor seamen, dragging
guns up such heights as are scarcely credible,” Nelson wrote. And, after his
sailors had dragged guns to a pinnacle just seven hundred yards from the
town, he described it as a feat ‘which never, in my opinion, would have
been accomplished by any other than British seamen’.

Hood took full command on 4 April, though preparation for the siege
remained with Nelson. By 11 April three batteries equipped with sixteen
heavy guns and mortars were ready to open fire on Bastia. Hood sent in a
flag of truce demanding surrender. The answer he got from La Combe St
Michel, Corsica’s commissioner, was defiant: ‘I have hot shot for your
ships and bayonets for your troops. When two-thirds of our troops are
killed, I will then trust to the generosity of the English.’

The battle for Bastia began at once. Navy and Bastia began pouring shot
and mortars upon one another. The cannonade was immense. From
commanding positions over the town, the citadel and the outworks five
British 24-pounders, four mortars and two heavey carronades poured their
fire while the ships opened up from the sea. Thus it was to remain through
April and on into the third week of May. Bastia continued to hold out
defiantly, in spite of the destruction raining upon it and the starvation
afflicting its garrison and populace.

Bizarrely, throughout the campaign General d’ Aubant and his officers
had simply stood by as interested observers.

On 19 May the French asked for negotiation. A boat went from Victory to
the town. “The enemy met us without arms, and our officers advancing,



they shook hands, and were good friends: they said it was all over, and that
Bastia was ours,” Nelson recorded in his journal. General d’ Aubant and the
soldiers from Fiorenzo simultaneously appeared on the hills above the
town. They were there because reinforcement had just arrived from
Gibraltar. They then proceeded to occupy Bastia and all its outposts.

The garrison was far stronger than Hood believed and had held out
longer than expected. Nelson, however, had known. He knew it two months
before the siege began. Here, then, was the near-fearful recklessness that
ever pulsed in this extraordinary man. He had got the information from a
packet boat intercepted by Agamemnon. The mailbag on board contained a
letter from Corsica’s commissioner, General La Combe St Michel, declaring
that he needed subsistence for eight thousand French and Corsican soldiers.
This was four times as many as estimated by Nelson and Hood, but Nelson
kept that critical information to himself. He rightly believed that disclosure
would set Hood against any assault against Bastia. It would embarrassingly
confirm Dundas’s verdict that such an attack would be ‘visionary and rash’.
Failure to attack had been insufferable to Nelson. It went wholly against his
disdain for holding off and failing to try. There was as well the conviction
that his sailors could master any situation given the proper leadership and
motivation.

Had he persuaded Hood into the sort of landing that he had cried out for
at the start it could have finished them both, for they likely would have
suffered heavy loss in the attack. This provided illustration of the length to
which Nelson was prepared to go, whatever the risk and circumstances, to
ensure action for himself. It worked at sea, and much of his future glory
would be based upon it. But he never learned the point that Napoleon, in his
memoirs, made on the difference at battle scene between land and sea: ‘A
marine general has nothing to guess; he knows where his enemy is, and
knows his strength. A land general never knows anything with certainty,
never sees his enemy plainly...When the armies are facing each other, the
slightest accident of the ground, the least wood, may hide a party of the
hostile army. The most experienced eye cannot be certain whether it sees
the whole of the enemy’s army, or only three fourths of it...The marine
general requires nothing but an experienced eye; nothing relating to the
enemy’s strength is concealed from him.’4 A year after Bastia had fallen
Nelson was to confess, ‘I never yet told Lord Hood that...I had information
given me of the enormous number of troops we had to oppose us; but my



own honour, Lord Hood’s honour, and the honour of our country must have

all been sacrificed, had I mentioned what I knew.’2 He had been prepared
for that risk, and would be again. And in his correspondence on this matter
he described as well as he ever would the settled principles that drove him:
‘I feel for the honour of my country, and had rather be beat than not make
the attack. If we do not try we can never be successful...My reputation
depends on the opinion I have given; but I feel an honest consciousness that
I have done right. We must, we will have it, or some of our heads will be
laid low. I glory in the attempt,” he told his wife in one of his many
assertive letters at the time. Or, on another occasion, ‘My disposition cannot
bear tame and slow measures.” Also, ‘...our country will, I believe, sooner
forgive an officer for attacking his enemy than for letting it down’. And, in
response to his wife’s continual fears over his safety, ‘Only recollect that a
brave man dies but once, a coward all his life long.’

At all events, Bastia had been won. He and his sailors had done it. “The
more we see of this place, the more we are astonished at their giving it up,’
Nelson said. Starvation was probably the greatest factor in compelling early
surrender. On that point at least General Dundas has been insightfully
correct.

The surrender and occupation of Bastia and its fortifications were
complete by 22 May. The army had taken over, under Lieutenant Colonel
Villettes, and for Nelson what had been his operation no longer was. An
attack was about to be launched against the other fortress, Calvi, and he saw
his own role diminished and uncertain. Although Hood had allowed Nelson
a free hand while the army held off, he had never in any way defined
Nelson’s command. In the new circumstances Nelson saw himself at a
disadvantage with the army. He was, he said in a letter home, ‘everything,
yet nothing ostensible’.

Nelson then put his unease to Hood: “Your Lordship knows exactly the
situation I am in here. With Colonel Villettes I have no reason but to
suppose I am respected in the highest degree...but yet I am considered as
not commanding the seamen landed. My wishes may be, and are, complied
with; my orders would possibly be disregarded. Therefore, if we move from
hence, I would wish your Lordship to settle that point.’

Hood gave sympathetic acknowledgement without, however, issuing any
decisive clarification of the sort Nelson wanted. Hood had already had too
many difficulties with the army without inviting more. The idea of



conceding clearly defined authority to Nelson as his man there may have
raised fear in Hood of Nelson’s impatience and impetuosity provoking
trouble with the army.

For Hood defeat at Toulon had been followed, after much uncertainty, by
triumph at Fiorenzo and Bastia. Towards Calvi all now directed their
attention. There was no basis for doubting another imminent triumph there
as well. Hood was in poor health and expected soon to be going home. He
would wish to return expecting the sort of salutation and honours that these
successes would ensure. He now possibly believed that Nelson’s energetic
and impulsive bravado needed to be subdued. Hood was by this time
certainly aware of the possible loss that might have been suffered had he
yielded to Nelson’s early impetuous conviction that Bastia might be won by
merely five hundred seamen. Nevertheless, he had benefited in the end from
that impetuosity. What Hood’s reputation had gained here he owed to
Nelson. Difficult therefore to understand what Hood now officially
delivered concerning Nelson’s part at Bastia.

Aboard Victory lying off Bastia, on 22 May Hood wrote his first report,
his general order of thanks directly to the participants in the action. It was
brief, direct. ‘The commander in chief returns his best thanks to Captain
Nelson...as well as to every officer and seaman employed in the reduction
of Bastia...” But when Hood sat down and composed his official report to
the Admiralty his tributes were framed differently.

Hood’s report to Admiralty began with particularly fulsome praise for
‘the unremitting zeal, exertion and judicious conduct’ of Colonel Villettes.
As for the other army officers, ‘their persevering ardour, and desire to
distinguish themselves, cannot be too highly spoken of; and which it will be
my pride to remember to the latest period of my life’. Then, ‘Captain
Nelson, of His Majesty’s ship Agamemnon, who had the command and
direction of the seamen, in landing the guns, mortars and stores; and
Captain Hunt, who commanded at the batteries...have an ample claim to
my gratitude; as the seamen...’ This praise for Hunt particularly riled
Nelson, for Hunt was a protégé of Hood who had made minimal
contribution to their success.

Apart from the spareness of the praise in comparison with that which
extolled the army officers, for Hood to have so limited Nelson’s part in all
of it to that of a mere supervisor of the landing of guns and stores coldly
denigrated the whole of Nelson’s extraordinary achievement there, ignored



Hood’s own faith in and dependence upon him, dismissed the boldness and
endurance that had helped to establish their very presence on the Corsican
coast.

Like the others, Nelson saw Hood’s initial congratulatory General Order
at once. But it would be several weeks before copies of the Admiralty
report reached him. When it did it was to be a jolting shock. Regardless of
that brutal insensitivity and lack of consideration, it was nevertheless
Hood’s gift of responsibility on Corsica that finally meant everything. For
here on Corsica in the first half of 1794 began the remarkable ascendancy in
this war of this unique character, Horatio Nelson. So much of what was to
mould his greater role in such a determining war was cast here. In Corsica
Nelson drew upon himself the sort of command he sought in which to
exercise his independence and express the individuality so vital to him. The
conquest of Corsica was Nelson’s achievement. Land battle thus arrived
before sea battle for Nelson in this war. He had had his first action at sea, a
small encounter on the way to Tunis, but what he ardently longed for was to
be part of the confrontation between the French and the British navies on
that large and decisive scale that might settle the issue on this sea and on the
ocean beyond. That was yet distant.

On the other side of the world the considerable naval force commanded by
Sir John Jervis and accompanied by a military force of seven thousand
troops under General Sir Charles Grey had commenced operations in the
West Indies.

They had arrived at Barbados at the beginning of January and within
three months the French had lost every one of their West Indian
possessions. But the British operation quickly suffered a reverse. A small
French force turned up unexpectedly and overcame the small British force
at Guadeloupe’s strongest post, Fleur d’Epée. For the next six months the
British were engaged in ceaseless, ineffectual and debilitating struggle to
regain the island and secure St Dominigue (Haiti).

The West Indies campaign became a deep morass into which the British
continued to sink. It was to be one of the worst experiences in all British
military history. Yellow fever ravaged the forces, on land as well as aboard
the ships. On shore, the soldiers in their thick, tight uniforms that made no
allowance to climate had to fight in the steamy, torridly heavy climate of



the islands against blacks and Creoles for whom those conditions were a
natural environment.

The constant drastic depletion of the military forces in the West Indies
and lack of reinforcement from Britain meant that the navy had to be
constantly called upon. An outstanding feature of these West Indian
operations in 1794 therefore became a unique dependence upon seamen.
Never before in war had the navy been inducted so swiftly and
comprehensively into military land activity. On Martinique and Guadeloupe
the naval contribution was as distinctive as that of Corsica. Sailors dragged
cannon and mortars up heights that appeared impossible to others but they
also had to pull them for many miles along rough roads. Some roads they
cut themselves, through thick wood. In one especially remarkable
achievement they astonished the army when, in three days, they cut a road
nearly a mile long through thick forest, made a passage across a river by
filling the crossing point with huge slabs of rock and stone, got a 24-
pounder cannon to the base of a mountain whose summit was a mile distant,
and on the following day dragged the gun and two additional 24-pounders
up an ascent so steep that a loaded mule could not walk up it in a direct
manner. They manned the batteries they built. They assaulted forts with
scaling ladders they made from thick bamboo.

On the Atlantic, meanwhile, there had arrived what all had so desperately
longed for. After a year and a half of a war that had lacked naval action of
the consoling and decisive sort upon which British morale depended, Earl
Howe had finally brought the French Grand Fleet to battle.



X

BATTLE

THE winter lay-up of the Royal Navy’s battle fleet between the end of 1793
and the spring of 1794 was an astonishing six months.

Lay-up was common to all Atlantic fleets. Although the late-eighteenth-
century wooden ship was capable of toughing out hurricane in the West and
East Indies and riding the Atlantic at its worst, formal winter battle was
never sought. Until late into the eighteenth century it was considered
unwise for line ships to dare the Bay of Biscay after October. The price of
winter operations was considered too high even in the Narrow Seas. The
wear upon ships was far too costly. Storms prevented or thwarted tactical
manoeuvre. So, too, with gunnery. Firing from decks that were alternately
swinging skywards or down to near beam ends with unpredictable velocity
was hardly practicable. And then there was the problem of the gun ports.
The risk of them open in rough weather was huge: the ship could instantly
be flooded. This was especially dangerous for the British, whose gun ports
were usually closer to the water than those of France and Spain. As the
heaviest guns were on the lower deck, rough weather limited their use. The
late summer and autumnal gales of 1793 had demonstrated how difficult
maintaining large wooden ships in the Channel for protracted periods could
be even in what should be fair season. Howe had come in with badly
strained ships and crews in low morale. So much repair was required that it
extended far into the spring.

The navy’s lack of action in 1793 weighed heavy on the public mind. The
public knew that the French fleet had beén constantly on the move through
the year but Earl Howe’s squadron, guardian of the home waters, had been
ineffectual even in catching up with it. With Howe’s squadron already laid
up for winter, two ships of the line, both 74-gun, accompanied by two
frigates and a brig, sailed from Brest on 26 December under Rear Admiral
Van Stabel escorting a merchant fleet of 130 ships. The convoy was



destined for the West Indies and America, to bring back American grain and
West Indian produce. The reputation of Howe and his fleet would therefore
depend upon the interception of that convoy on its return in the spring of
1794. It would be a contest with the Grand Fleet that would indubitably go
out to help to bring the convoy into Brest and Rochefort.

France’s dire need to protect her inbound trade meant that the mandatory
reach and focus of the French navy was now out into the Atlantic, bringing
in the convoys. The convoying meant that the main operational area of the
French fleet now included the whole of the Biscay coast south of Ushant
and the westward reach beyond out into the Atlantic. The main area of
operational deployment that thus arose might roughly be said to have
formed a block of ocean covering about five hundred square miles, if you
took a line drawn from the westernmost point of Ireland down to the
latitude of Cape Finisterre, with the sweep of it pivoted upon Ushant.

Although no great sea battle had yet been fought deep into the ocean, the
probability had now arrived. The dependence of both countries upon trade
had determined this, with Britain no less than France. While wishing to
intercept the French convoys to deprive the French of what they needed, the
British navy had to protect its own merchant shipping, whose inbound and
outbound passage necessarily crossed the main arena of French naval
deployment. And that meant any early encounter between the two grand
fleets now was destined to be out on the open Atlantic within or just
without Biscay, an expanse of ocean that could be as violent in its temper as
practically any other on the face of the earth.

For an experience so radically new fortunately the British navy was
equipped with the new. It had a code of signals that Earl Howe had devised
during the long peace. Together with this clearer signalling system the navy
had unprecedented freedom of manoeuvre, thanks to Rodney and Clerk of
Eldin. The latter’s role provoked sharp controversy. The notion of a man
without naval experience writing the navy’s first textbook of tactics based
on drawings was anathema to much of the naval mind, further incensed by
the introduction to a new edition of Clerk’s Inquiry: ‘It was Clerk, then,
who gave our naval commanders the first idea of the proper mode for
attacking and bringing on decisive action. The Navy must admit that they
did learn this from Clerk.’



The Naval Chronicle, the publication that was to become an intimate
record of the war, was prepared to concur: ‘...experience has proved that
we were defective in tactics. As our mode of attacking was then to range
along the line of the enemy, until the van of our fleet came opposite the rear
of his; thus our ships ran the gauntlet of the enemy’s whole fleet, giving
them an opportunity to cripple each ship as it passed, of which the French
never failed to take advantage...The leading principle of Mr Clerk’s system
is, to force an enemy’s fleet to close engagement, whatever efforts he may
make to avoid it, and the breaking through his line of battle, and cutting off
one division of his fleet from another, so as to prevent the enemy from
being able to extricate himself, is recommended as a certain means of
capturing the division you have cut off, or of bringing on a general
engagement. The uniform success of this manoeuvre, now so well known,
leaves no room to doubt the infallibility of Mr Clerk’s system.’

There were those, however, who were still not prepared to give Clerk any
credit. One was Edward Brenton, a historian of the war who served in the
navy throughout. Of Clerk’s work he wrote in 1823, ...a landsman has now
the credit of having instructed our Admirals, and of being the founder of a
system by which we have acquired the empire of the seas. To this
proposition I can never subscribe.’

Nevertheless, all of this meant that the whole idea of tactical fluency was
alive throughout the navy. If that had been wanting before, it was not now.
The tactic was very much in Howe’s mind at this time. So far he had been
allowed no opportunity to emulate Rodney at the Saints. The urgent
question with him aboard his 100-gun flagship Queen Charlotte in the
spring of 1794 had to be whether that chance might now present itself.

Howe had behind him a career as distinguished as the Royal Navy in its
combative history of that century could offer. In the American War, as
commander in chief of the fleet on the American station, the conquests of
New York, Rhode Island and Philadelphia were all attributed to his
deployment of the fleet.

Howe’s immediate objective would be to encounter on its return the big
French convoy that had sailed out of Brest in December, and to engage the
Grand Fleet that sailed out from Brest to escort it safely into port. It was
known that the convoy had loaded heavily in the West Indies and then
passed to Chesapeake Bay to load American grain. The pattern for such
convoys was familiar. For fullest protection of its valuable freight it would



avoid the worst of the winter but seek to get away as early as possible with
the change of season. It would be expected to sail from the other side of the
Atlantic in April with an early summer arrival at its eastern destination. The
convoy and its escort had in fact sailed from Norfolk, Virginia, on 11 April
1794, bound for Brest, though this intelligence was not available to Howe
before he sailed.

Howe’s squadron, meanwhile, was handed its own convoying
obligations. Its sailing instructions were to deliver out of the Biscay danger
zone a convoy of ninety-nine merchantmen bound for three different
destinations, the East Indies, West Indies and Newfoundland. The
merchantmen were to be escorted by thirty-four ships of the line and fifteen
other warships. This mighty assembly sailed from Spithead on 2 May. Two
days later, off the Lizard, the merchantmen broke into their separate
convoys. A squadron of six line ships and two frigates under Rear Admiral
James Montagu detached from the main force to see the East Indies ships as
far as the latitude of Cape Finisterre. Montagu’s squadron was then to cover
the southern area of the Bay of Biscay in case the French convoy out of
Norfolk made its approach there. The main fleet under Howe put about and
sailed for Ushant, off which they arrived on 5 May.

Howe’s own task now was to cover the northern stretches of the bay to
intercept the inbound French convoy and its escort. Three frigates ran in to
reconnoitre Brest Roads. They returned to report that the main force of the
French fleet was still lying in the anchorage. Howe then took his force of
twenty-six line ships and seven frigates out deep into Biscay and began
sailing to and fro across the likely approach of the Norfolk convoy. He
remained on this station from 5 to 18 May.

On 6 May an initial escort of five ships of the line, accompanied by
frigates and corvettes under Rear Admiral Nielly, sailed from Rochefort
with orders to meet and help bring in Van Stabel’s convoy out of Norfolk.
That was followed on 16 May by the Grand Fleet of France, twenty-five
line ships and a large accompanying force of frigates and corvettes, under
Rear Admiral Villaret-Joyeuse. Bringing the grain safely to harbour was the
French admiral’s first task and responsibility. Battle was not. Robespierre
himself had told Villaret-Joyeuse that failure to bring in the grain meant the
guillotine. From the start, battle with the British navy was something to be
avoided. Villaret-Joyeuse nevertheless bravely decided that, in the event of



an encounter with the British fleet, his tactic had to be to draw the British
fleet away from the approach of the American convoy.

Villaret-Joyeuse had all the polish and bearing of an officer of the old
school. Like Howe, he was a veteran of the American War and was
regarded as one of the best officers under Suffren, the greatest French
admiral of the century (renowned for his near-mastery of the British navy in
the Indian Ocean).

For Villaret-Joyeuse and Howe their moment in history might have
arrived the day after the former sailed from Brest. Thick fog lay on the
water on 17 May. The French fleet passed so close to the British that the
latter’s fog signals of beating drums and ringing bells were distinctly heard.
But when the fog cleared on the 18th they had no sight of one another.

Five fleets—two British and three French—and four convoys—three British
and one large French—-were now moving within and about that defined
space of five hundred square miles of ocean, each unit conscious that any
moment of those lengthening spring days could bring a masthead cry
declaring one or the other in sight.

By all calculation the French convoy out of Norfolk should now have
been at the approaches to that area of the Atlantic, if not already inside it.
Six weeks would be the assumption for a reasonably good passage, eight for
slower. If the former, its arrival could now be any day. Howe, unaware of
how close he had been to the Grand Fleet, remained ignorant that it had
actually sailed from Brest. But on 19 May he sent two frigates to look into
the harbour. They reported it empty. For the British the urgent search was
now on for the missing fleet.

An unusual drama of catch now played itself out. Early success went to
the French. The squadron that had sailed out of Rochefort under Admiral
Nielly had encountered a British convoy inbound from Newfoundland and
captured most of its ships as well as an escort, the 32-gun frigate Castor.
On the same day Villaret-Joyeuse’s Grand Fleet encountered another
inbound convoy of fifty-three ships, mostly Dutch, and took half of them
before the rest escaped with their escort.

Some of the French success was immediately reversed. Nielly had
assigned a 20-gun corvette to escort ten of the captured Newfoundland
ships to Rochefort. On 15 May the ships were recaptured together with their
escort by Admiral Montagu’s squadron. Montagu had delivered the East
India convoy in his charge to south of Finisterre. He had then begun his



own assigned patrol area between Cape Ortugal and the latitude of Belle Ile
and almost immediately made his capture. What he obtained, together with
his prizes, was first-rate intelligence.

Those who had briefly been prisoners of the French had accurate
information on the strength of Nielly’s squadron and on the composition
and imminence of the Norfolk convoy. Howe received the news at four in
the morning on the 20th. He then directed his fleet towards the position.

The next day, at two in the morning, the lookout cried a large fleet in
sight. It proved to be the merchant fleet captured by Villaret-Joyeuse and
under escort to Brest. Ten ships were recaptured. The others, with their
escort, escaped. Howe, afraid of weakening his own crews by sending the
ten ships into port as prizes, burnt them all after taking off their crews. The
logbooks of the captured merchant ships now gave him his first positive
position of Villaret-Joyeuse’s fleet, two days since. From seamen brought
aboard he also had the course steered by Villaret-Joyeuse’s fleet when it
parted from them.

All of this was electrifying to a fleet desperate for action. The excitement
was the greater when French prisoners told them that Villaret-Joyeuse and
his officers were determined, in the event of battle, to engage the British at
close quarters. On 23 May three ships captured by the French fleet were
encountered and retaken. From these logbooks Howe knew that he was
closing. On 25 May other merchant prizes taken by Villaret-Joyeuse were
also retaken. Howe knew that he was now running into Villaret-Joyeuse’s
cruising area.

What was crucial here for Howe was a notable example of what Julian
Corbett regarded as the old and basic British naval creed. As Corbett saw it
that creed was: “Whatever the nature of the war in which we are engaged,
whether it be limited or unlimited, permanent and general command of the
sea is the condition of ultimate success. The only way of securing such a
command by naval means is to obtain a decision by battle against the
enemy’s fleet. Sooner or later it must be done, and the sooner the better...’

Never was it to be so eagerly sought, however, as then. Howe and his
sailors needed decisive battle as a vindication as much as necessity. But, as
Corbett also pointed out:



In naval warfare we have a far-reaching fact which is entirely unknown on
land. It is simply this—that it is possible for your enemy to remove his fleet
from the board altogether...In land warfare we can determine with some
precision the limits and direction of our enemy’s possible movements. We
know that they must be determined mainly by roads and obstacles. But
afloat neither roads nor obstacles exist. There is nothing of the kind on the
face of the sea to assist us in locating him and determining his
movements...Consequently in seeking to strike our enemy the liability to
miss him is much greater at sea than on land, and the chances of being
eluded by the enemy whom we are seeking to bring to battle become so
serious a check upon our offensive action as to compel us to handle the
maxim of ‘Seeking out the enemy’s fleet’ with caution.

The ocean nevertheless did possess its own signposts. There was now
example of how on the wide and empty ocean the hunter could find his
quarry. Passing merchantmen of all nationalities were usually stopped for
news. Their logbooks, better than any mile post, would give time, day and
position. That was what Howe now had from recaptured ships. And by the
end of the eighteenth century intensified seagoing meant that commercial
and naval passage had brought substantial familiarity that allowed
reasonable basic calculations. That had allowed fairly accurate calculation
on an approximate arrival of the Chesapeake convoy as well as some
estimate of where Villaret-Joyeuse would be meeting it.

At six-thirty on the morning of 28 May, a rough sea running, the lookout
frigates of the British fleet sighted sail, then a fleet, directly to windward
ahead. One sighting was by Howe’s young signal lieutenant, Edward
Codrington, who at daylight was scouring the horizon from the masthead.

They were in the deep ocean, some four hundred miles west of Ushant.

By nine the approaching fleet was seen bearing down towards the British.
Howe gave the signal to prepare for battle. The lookout frigates were
recalled. At ten the French fleet, twenty-six ships of the line and five
frigates, had approached to within nine or ten miles, then lay to. A three-
decker was seen passing along the line, as if to speak to each ship. The
French then formed their line.

At ten thirty-five the British fleet wore round on to the same tack as the
French and advanced to windward in two columns. Shortly after that Howe



signalled that there was yet time for the ships’ companies to dine.
Thereafter the British stood ready for action. But the French suddenly
appeared to have a change of mind. At one p.m. the French ships made sail
and began tacking. Howe signalled his lead ships, three 74s, Russell,
Marlborough and Thunderer, to harass the enemy’s rear ships. Then, when
it appeared that the French were making off, he signalled for a general
chase and for each ship to engage the enemy it caught up with.

The first shots were fired at two thirty by the Russell at the enemy’s
sternmost ships. The French returned the fire but the two fleets, with a
squally wind and heavy sea, continued to tack for position, with the French
twelve to fifteen miles to windward. At five, one of the largest of the French
ships, the 110-gun Révolutionnaire, made a curious and, according to
subsequent official reports, apparently unauthorized move. She removed
herself from the van and passed to the rear of the enemy line, where she
was engaged by several of the van ships of the British line. It was possible
that her commander on his own initiative had taken her superior gun power
from the van to the rear to offer protection to the weaker ships there. But the
move was fatal. Révolutionnaire bore the fire of five different British ships
and, as night settled, remained in furious engagement with one of them,
Audacious. The fight was so close, so fierce, that the two effectively
disabled one another as their fleets passed on into the night. But both
Audacious and Révolutionnaire subsequently made it to their respective
home ports.

A heavily dark night gave the inexperienced in the fleet their first
awesome sight of the flash of guns blazing at the near-invisible forms on
the water. A hard gale was blowing and the mounting seas prevented ships
from getting up to the enemy and maintaining action, which ceased at half-
past nine. The men nevertheless continued at their quarters all night.

Through the night, showing lights, the two fleets were on parallel
courses, constantly manoeuvring as Howe sought to get to windward to
facilitate attack.

At seven in the morning of the 29th, when Howe sent his first signal to
his fleet to form their line, the weather was still rough. The French were
still to windward, the position traditionally preferred by the British. Howe’s
intention was to cut through the French line and to engage. He had
approached the battle zone with that strategy borne whole in mind: to bear



down on the French line from windward, pass through it and then to engage
at close quarters from leeward.

Here, then, was the first intentional return exercise of Rodney’s tactic.
But this was different. Rodney’s action at the Saints in 1783 leaped from
impulse presented by a different situation before him, notably a sudden
change of wind that offered unexpected opportunity. He had sprung forward
towards the French line and passed through it, leading others to do the
same, thereby setting the historic example. But when Howe on 29 May
signalled that he would cut through the enemy’s line and engage to leeward
he had that tactic firmly in mind as his deliberate intention. Howe thereby
claimed his own special place in history, for on 29 May 1794, he was the
first who, with premeditated intent, instructed his ships to bear down upon
the French line, pass through, and create melee beyond.

Regrettably, 29 May was to offer Howe little success with the tactic. The
sea was still building. Heavy pitching was soon to bring down the fore
topmast of one of the French ships. Howe had his line assembled at seven
a.m. The French were still to windward, where Howe wished to be. At
seven thirty, to gain that position Howe signalled to pass through the enemy
line and to come to windward. But little was achieved other than heavy
broadsides and damage between the lead ships of both fleets. Howe’s van
ship, Caesar, by keeping her topsails reefed, failed to raise sufficient sail
and appeared to ignore demands that she make more in order to lead the
attack, in spite of being the best sailing ship in the fleet. As a result those
astern of her also had to shorten sail, including Queen Charlotte. Damaging
broadsides were exchanged between ships of both fleets without any
advance of the situation being achieved.

The signal to pass through the enemy line was again raised at eleven
thirty. Caesar again should have begun the manoeuvre but made no reply.
The order was repeated. Caesar signalled an inability to tack and went
about. It appeared to be laying off instead of bearing towards the enemy.
Except for one ship, Queen, Rear Admiral Gardner, all the other lead ships
in position ahead of Queen Charlotte also went about.

Queen, 98 guns, second in the line, continued towards the French line
and, unable to pass through, continued along the line, firing and taking fire.
She suffered so much damage that she eventually had to signal disability.

Invincible had accompanied Queen in cutting through the line. Joined by
the Royal George the two brought to action the two rearmost ships in the



French line, Tyrannicide and Indomptable.

Caesar’s failure or unwillingness to set example meant that the French
fleet was now drawing so far ahead that Howe feared his manoeuvre was
about to fall away entirely. Watching Queen and Invincible take heavy
punishment as they passed leeward along the French line Howe told
Bowen, the master, ‘Tack the Queen Charlotte, sir, and let us show them the
example.’

The signal to cut through the French line and to engage was raised. At
one thirty p.m. Queen Charlotte tacked and, like an expression of Howe’s
own contempt for his miscreant vessel, Queen Charlotte passed around the
Caesar and under a press of sail made for the French line. She was followed
by two other ships, those just ahead and just astern of her. These were
Bellerophon and Leviathan. All three cut through the French line.

Howe’s signal lieutenant, Edward Codrington, had his battle quarters on
the lower deck. This was young Codrington’s first action. His quarters were
the foremost guns, larboard (port) and starboard, right up in the bows. The
gun ports were all lowered to prevent the heavy seas washing in.
Codrington was impatiently at his post as they came up to the French line.
He had had no instruction to fire but, hauling up one of the weather-side
ports, he saw that they were at that moment passing through the French line.
He had all seven ports within his quarters instantly hauled up and fired his
seven guns. He then hastened to the lee side and fired those as well.

While the guns were loading again Codrington was standing by the
second gun from the bow when it suddenly went off. The recoil knocked
Codrington senseless. The deck was by now filled with water from the open
ports. Codrington was washed across the ship into the lee scuppers. The
cold water probably brought him to his senses. He had no recollection of
how he got where he was. He could just raise his head out of the water by
leaning on his left arm. In his first action, instead of enemy shot, a
drowning in Atlantic water washing about inside his ship was what nearly
claimed him.

Queen Charlotte followed by Bellerophon and Leviathan were through
the French line. Howe signalled for a general chase. The battle continued
unevenly, confused by weather, tactical disorder and the succouring of
disabled ships.

A distinctive incident came when Admiral Villaret-Joyeuse put his whole
line about in order to rescue two heavily disabled ships, Tyrannicide and



Indomptable, that were in imminent danger of capture by the British. It was
a bold challenge to which Howe was unable to respond. Unsupported,
Howe had near him only Bellerophon and Leviathan, both badly damaged.
At four he called the other ships about him and sought to give cover to two,
Queen and Royal George, that were crippled and struggling and towards
which Villaret appeared to be making. The vans of the two fleets thereby
ran within shot of one another again. The exchange was brief. The action
finally died at five that afternoon.

The British had lost a total of sixty-seven killed and 128 wounded. Howe
had lost only one man killed aboard Queen Charlotte, one of his
lieutenants.

Here in this indecisive encounter was fully demonstrated the difficulty
and risk of engagement in heavy weather on the open sea. Howe’s own
ship, Queen Charlotte, had taken in a great deal of water through her ports,
as Edward Codrington discovered. The pumps had been working through
the day, and were to be kept busy all that night.

Queen had taken the heaviest beating. She had lost her master and
twenty-one seamen. Her captain had lost his leg. The sixth lieutenant and
twenty-five seamen were wounded. Her hull had taken many shots but none
so low that it brought in the sea. She had lost her mizzen topmast and
foreyard. Her mainmast, bowsprit and fore topmast were badly shattered by
shot. But by nightfall a main topsail yard had been got up for a foreyard, a
fore topgallant mast for a mizzen topmast, and a fore topgallant yard for a
mizzen topsail yard. New sails were bent fore and aft. Queen was then
reported ready for service.

These astonishing efforts by battle-weary men who had hardly slept or
eaten for two days can seem scarcely credible when one tries to imagine
that struggle to restore motoring life to shattered masts and yards on a
breaking sea.

At last sight of one another at sunset on 29 May the two fleets were about
ten miles apart. At dawn on the 30th the French were still in sight to the
north-west but on a different tack. Howe demanded a report from all ships
on their readiness to renew action. All except Caesar reported themselves
ready. Howe then signalled to form line in two columns and the fleet bore
steadily towards the enemy, but fog descended so heavily that no ship could
see the vessel ahead or astern. Fog thus gradually scattered the fleet. It did
the same to the French. The morning of 31 May found the weather clearer.



Through the day the fleets drew slowly closer. At five p.m. they were about
five miles apart. Movement in the French line suggested that Villaret-
Joyeuse was preparing for battle. Howe had similarly signalled engagement
of the van, centre and rear of the French line. A full general action appeared
imminent, to carry them through the night. At seven that evening Howe
hauled up his fleet having decided to avoid night action, to avoid the sort of
misunderstanding of his signals already experienced, especially with
Caesar.

Maintaining line and a full press of sail, the two fleets stood on parallel
course westward through the night towards the dawn of 1 June. Villaret-
Joyeuse was now buoyantly confident, the more so since his fleet had been
augmented by new arrivals from Admiral Nielly’s squadron. By this time,
too, Howe should have had support from Montagu’s squadron but a failed
rendezvous had left the two ignorant of each other’s position and situation.

As hoped for, the next day came better than the previous two. The weather
had moderated. The sea was smoother. At seven the two fleets were about
four miles apart. They were in perfect parallel.

Both fleets had taken heavy punishment from three days of action or
near-action. With the French, the 110-gun Révolutionnaire had already been
towed away to France. The 80-gun Indomptable and 74-gun Tyrannicide
were so badly damaged that they were under tow, though still with the fleet
and ready to deliver fire power. The British, too, had sent home one ship,
Audacious. Most of the others had suffered loss and damage. But as day
dawned Howe had what the British always wanted, the weather-gauge. He
had zealously been manoeuvring during the past three days to obtain it. He
could now attack from windward. The wind was south by west. The French
line ran east to west. Breaking from a parallel course for their descent to cut
the French line put the British on a heading of north-west. That meant a
slanting angle of approach to the French line. On that approach the British
ships could expect heavy exposure to French fire.

Between seven and seven thirty Howe sent out two signals that declared
his plan of attack. He would cut through the enemy’s line and engage to
leeward, though it was hoped that this time the plan would be more
determinedly exercised by Howe’s captains than it had been on the 29th.



The French hove to, to await the attack. Howe arranged his line. Caesar
was still to be the van ship. Frigates and small craft were positioned behind
the line. Three frigates chosen as Repeaters of Signals would move with the
line. The British then hove to as well and the fleet was ordered to breakfast.

Shortly after eight the fleets moved to engage. On his quarterdeck Howe
observed one of his midshipmen, a mere child, standing in what he deemed
to be a dangerous position. “You had better go below, you are too young to
be of service here,’ he told the boy.

‘My lord,’ replied the blushing boy, ‘what would my father say, if I was
not to remain upon deck during action?’

Howe’s plan was for the British ships to steer for their opposite number
in the French line, to attack as they approached and then to pass between
the enemy ships, administering a raking fire as they did so, and then, once
beyond, on the lee side of the French line, to continue the attack from there.
Raking shot, contrary to broadside, passed lengthwise end to end of the
ship. The random havoc it could create included the officers on the
quarterdeck, the rudder and the wheel.

Howe’s signal unfortunately offered discretionary power. Those captains
unable to effect his intention were at liberty to ‘act as circumstances may
require’.

As he brought the signals down and surveyed a battle line that appeared
to be holding as accurately as he ever could hope for, Howe remarked to
Queen Charlotte’s master, Bowen, ‘I now shut up my signal book, and I
trust I shall have no occasion to re-open it today.” Unfortunately he had to
open it almost immediately, after the French van opened fire, just before
nine thirty. The line then no longer held its form. The problem again lay
with Caesar, which should have begun the manoeuvre.

Instead of bearing down to run through the line and engage the French
van ship to leeward of it, Caesar had its main topsails aback. Caesar was
firing, although it lay still short of its proper firing range. This was the same
performance that had been witnessed on the 29th. In holding back, Caesar
affected the entire van. Four other ships had backed fore and main topsails,
thus arresting their advance. An inevitable conclusion was that Caesar was
exercising the option that Howe had allowed his captains of acting as they
themselves judged necessary in their circumstances.

For a year now Howe had been severely critical of Caesar’s captain,
Anthony James Molloy. Events of the previous two days had done nothing



to make him think better of the man. He had had misgivings over retaining
Molloy and his ship as the van of the fleet, a position of distinction as well
as responsibility. But the captain of the fleet, Sir Roger Curtis, whose
station was aboard Queen Charlotte with Howe, had pleaded for Molloy to
be kept. Now, with Caesar once more at fault, out of line, Howe tapped
Curtis on the shoulder and said, ‘Look, Curtis, there goes your friend. Who
is mistaken now?’

That preoccupation had to be quickly passed over, for Howe was more
immediately concerned with making his own cut of the French line. James
Gambier, captain of the 74-gun Defence, had been the first one through.
Howe was slower because Villaret-Joyeuse’s flagship, Montagne, was his
target. He intended to cut through the line immediately astern of the 120-
gun Montagne, regarded as possibly the finest ship in the world at that time.
To reach Montagne, however, meant that Queen Charlotte, on closing with
the French line, found herself running almost parallel to it. This in turn
meant running the gauntlet of two other ships in the French line, Vengeur
and Achille, both of which directed fire on her as she ran in past them at
nine thirty. Queen Charlotte set topgallant sails to carry her past them more
swiftly.

Howe wanted Bowen, the master, to bring Queen Charlotte as close as
possible to Montagne as they passed astern of her. As Queen Charlotte cut
through the French line and passed between Montagne and the next ship in
the French line, the 80-gun Jacobin, Bowen took her so close that the
French ensign aloft was brushing Queen Charlotte’s mizzen rigging.

This immediate need of skill and daring was in marvellous concentration
across the ship as she entered these final critical moments of the approach.
The fore topmast stays had been cut in the fire as Queen Charlotte ran
down the French line. The captain of the foretop saw that in rounding to as
she came to leeward of Montagne the fore topmast was likely to go over. He
went aloft with a light hawser to secure it. Exactly as he foresaw, the
topmast went as Queen Charlotte hauled up and came to the wind. The
seaman fell on the starboard gangway with the whole wreck of the mast but
miraculously was not hurt. The same thing was to happen to the captain of
the main top when the main topmast stay was shot away. He went up to
attempt to secure it. When the topmast went he too went down with it, into
the water. He also managed to survive by clambering back on board.



Another captain of the top remained in the top with his leg shot off. Other
men were badly hurt when loose rigging flayed or wound round them.

Queen Charlotte let loose a broadside as she came to leeward and slid
past Montagne’s starboard quarter. As all the action so far had been to
larboard, which was the weather side of the French line, the French flagship
was unprepared for this shift of fire as Queen Charlotte cut through the line
and came up to her leeward side. Montagne’s gun ports there were all
closed: the French never expected assault from leeward. Montagne was
unable to retaliate immediately and swiftly as Queen Charlotte poured fire
upon her. Villaret later reported that three hundred of his men were killed or
wounded from that fire.

The Jacobin, meanwhile, in coming up behind Montagne, slid between
Queen Charlotte and the French flagship, the position where Howe himself
had wished to be. As the three ships sought to manoeuvre in their tight
cluster Bowen cried out, ‘Then let’s rake them both.” But Montagne
dropped away, still without having fired a shot from her leeward guns.
Queen Charlotte was left lying between Jacobin and Juste, the latter ahead
of Montagne in the line. Jacobin brought down Queen Charlotte’s fore
topmast and then, like Montagne, dropped away.

The 80-gun Juste was already engaged with the 74-gun Invincible. Juste
now became simultaneously engaged with Queen Charlotte. She sent two
broadsides into Queen Charlotte. As the action continued Juste lost her
foremast, then her main-and mizzen masts. She was out of it and struck her
colours. In this exchange Queen Charlotte lost her main topmast. With one
topmast already gone and rigging and yards badly damaged Howe’s
flagship had become practically unmanageable. The state of the Queen
Charlotte impelled Captain Thomas Pakenham of the Invincible to send one
of his lieutenants to Howe to say that, although badly damaged, his ship
was sufficiently manageable should Howe wish to transfer his flag to it.
Howe was not prepared to leave his ship. He sent the lieutenant to take
possession of Juste.

Montagne was in a similarly distressed state from Queen Charlotte’s
raking broadsides. Masts, rigging and sails stood, but her rudder was
hanging from a shattered stern post. The binnacle and wheel were
destroyed, as well as all her boats. Many guns were dismounted and more
than 250 shot had struck her along the starboard water line, particularly near
the stern. She was leaking badly, and swiftly. She had lost many of her



officers, including the flag captain, two or three lieutenants and several
midshipmen. Villaret narrowly escaped when the seat on which he stood
was shot from under him.

One of the ships in that first rush to cut the line, Gibraltar, did not go
through the line but instead remained to windward firing on the French
ships. As Montagne drew ahead Gibraltar’s fire hit Queen Charlotte. The
captain, Sir Andrew Douglas, was wounded in the head. He went below and
returned with the wound tightly bound.

Quarterdeck injuries, fatal or otherwise, were common that day, as would
have been expected among men who, in their distinctive and decorative
uniforms, were prime targets for the sharpshooters the French posted aloft.
The raised quarterdeck anyway was more exposed than practically any
other place on a line ship. All the officers not at quarters elsewhere on the
ship would be there. Certainly none of those present could presume upon
survival at the end of it all. Cuthbert Collingwood was captain of Barfleur
under Rear Admiral George Bowyer. As they stood together on the
quarterdeck some time before ten on 1 June, just before the action began,
Collingwood reminded the admiral of it being Sunday. ‘I observed to the
admiral that about that time our wives were going to church, but that I
thought the peal we should ring about the Frenchmen’s ears would outdo
their parish bells.” The admiral dropped ten minutes after the action began.
‘I caught him in my arms before he fell,” Collingwood said. Admiral
Bowyer, shot in the leg, was to lose it when carried to the surgeon. The first
lieutenant was also wounded.

Across that exploding, missile-charged and smoke-darkening patch of
ocean, a battle like no other yet in that century was building in its
uncommon fury as the most active of Howe’s ships renewed the forgotten
experience of close individual combat, melee, lost to the Royal Navy for
more than a century and here regained. For their part, the French, whose
own traditional tactic was to avoid where possible the destruction of full
and extended battle, came to this day determined instead to commit
themselves with all their spirit and valour to making their own mark upon
it. And so it was to be.

Within that blazing smoke cloud diverse encounters of unique character
were being played out.

Captain James Gambier’s 74-gun Defence had been the first to cut the
French line, having got ahead of her own line when all responded to the



signal to engage. She paid a heavy price for her alacrity by receiving the

full weight of the initial French fire. She cut the French line between two
74-gun ships, Mucius and Tourville, which together engaged her heavily.
Their fire brought down Defence’s main-and mizzen masts. Seeing their

opponent so seriously disabled, Mucius and Tourville gave themselves to
the intensifying action around them.

In a navy whose religious beliefs were for the most part still lightly
carried, still affected by eighteenth-century secularist token observance,
Gambier was fervently evangelical. As Defence drifted away from Mucius
the 110-gun Républicain appeared out of the battle smoke. The man who
first saw her, a lieutenant whose quarters were on the main deck, ran up to
the quarterdeck and cried to Gambier, ‘Damn my eyes, sir, but here is a
whole mountain coming upon us. What shall we do?’

Instead of direct response Gambier said, ‘How dare you, sir, at this awful
moment, come to me with an oath in your mouth? Go down, sir, and
encourage your men to stand to their guns, like brave British seamen.’

Républicain shot away Defence’s remaining mast, the foremast, and
moved off. Defence signalled for assistance and one of the frigates came to
take her in tow. This was a common task of frigates on both sides.

The 74-gun Marlborough, captained by Cranfield Berkeley, was another
of the swift and heavily engaged assailants of the French line. Her properly
selected opponent was the 74-gun Impétueux. Marlborough cut through the
line by passing under Impétueux’s stern, but in coming up to leeward she
ranged so close that the two ships became entangled at the mizzen shrouds
and at Impétueux’s bowsprit. In this fatal embrace they turned their fire
upon one another at close range. Marlborough’s raking fire drove the
French sailors from their upper decks. Some of the British sailors boarded
the French ship but were called back. All Impétueux’s masts went over.

After breaking from its action with Defence, Mucius moved to assist
Impétueux. In the French line Mucius had been the ship astern of
Impétueux. As she moved up to the two tangled ships Mucius sought to rake
Marlborough and in the process moved against the latter’s bows, from
where an attempt to board was made. It was repelled by carronades and
marine musketry. The three ships lay in this now-triple embrace of fire.
Mucius lost all its masts. As Marlborough sought to back away from the
entanglement the Montagne, itself then disengaging from Queen Charlotte,
fired upon her. All Marlborough’s masts were carried away and Captain



Berkeley was wounded. His first lieutenant, Monckton, took the command.
They were still trying to move away from Impétueux, which was on fire
and, since she had ceased to fire, Monckton allowed the French sailors to
extinguish the flames without firing on them. With remarkable skill and
command Monckton then proceeded to save his own severely damaged
ship.

Monckton began clearing away wreckage. Then, seeing the rear of the
enemy’s fleet coming up and determined to avoid surrender, he ordered the
men to lie down at their quarters to receive the fire. With her masts gone,
Marlborough was rolling too deep to allow the lower deck gun ports to be
opened. The French ships fired as they passed but the only men killed were
those still standing at their quarters. It was a gauntlet that a helpless
Marlborough continued to run through the hours that remained of the battle,
until finally she was taken in tow by a frigate.

The 98-gun Queen was another that suffered heavily from gunfire on the
approach to the French line. She was already in a bad way in her sails and
rigging when she engaged the new 74-gun Jemmappes. The two-hour
contest between them saw so much flaming metal fall upon each ship that at
the end both were useless. Jemmappes’s mizzen mast was the first to go;
Queen’s mainmast followed. Then Jemmappes’s mainmast and foremast.
From her broken decks her crew waved submission with their hats. But
Queen was too disabled to take possession. Her mizzen topmast had been
shot away, her foremast and bowsprit were shattered in places, her mizzen
mast was expected to fall at any moment, and her rigging and sails were cut
or shredded. Thus she floated through the smoke, fearing her end from a
reassembled French line standing towards her.

Of all these individual actions that exploded upon the ocean after Howe
had signalled to run down on the French line one stands out as the epic of
the whole war. As Mahan says, it should be commemorated as long as naval
history shall be written. It was the action between the 74-gun Brunswick
captained by John Harvey and an equal, the 74-gun Vengeur, commanded
by a masterful seaman, Captain Renaudin, who had his twelve-year-old son
on board as an ensign.

Brunswick was second to Queen Charlotte in the line. The instant the
signal was raised for every ship to bear down Brunswick’s helm was put up
simultaneously with Queen Charlotte’s. The two ran down together towards
the centre of the French line. The slanting (lasking, it was called) manner of



the approach exposed the ships to heavy fire as they ran in. But Brunswick,
being slightly ahead, served as a shield for Queen Charlotte and took much
of the fire directed at the flagship. Her fore topgallant mast was shot away.

Many of her crew were killed or wounded before Brunswick had even fired
a shot. But greater difficulty followed.

Harvey had intended to cut through the French line astern of Jacobin, his
designated opponent, that ship being second to Montagne. But Jacobin had
moved to the defence of Montagne and the French ships following behind
her had bunched up. The only opening was a narrow one between the third
ship, Patriote, and the fourth, Vengeur. The gap drew even tighter as
Brunswick sought to pass through. As a result her three starboard anchors
hooked into the fore chains of Vengeur.

Brunswick’s master asked Harvey whether they should cut clear. ‘No!’
Harvey cried. “We have got her, and we will keep her!’ In this manner,
locked together, drawn broadside alongside one another, the two ships
drifted away about a mile to leeward of the others to resolve this tight
action of their own.

Brunswick lay with her starboard side against Vengeur’s larboard side. As
the closeness of the two ships prevented the opening of the lower starboard
gun ports the British simply blew off their own lids. They maintained lower
deck fire in a way that the French could not. To ram their shot and sponge
their guns the French used long wooden staves that compelled them to
reach outside the gun ports, which was impossible with the sides of the two
ships touching. The British used flexible ropes that enabled them to work
entirely inside. The French could use only a few of their forward and after
guns. But, as the British blasted into Vengeur’s larboard side the French had
a mastery on the upper deck.

Vengeur’s carronades and the musketry of her sailors played havoc across
Brunswick’s open decks. The carronades fired the vicious shot called
langridge (old nails and pieces of iron). Several of the officers and a marine
captain were among the dead. Captain Harvey was already hit twice. A
musket ball took off part of his right hand. He wrapped the wound in his
handkerchief. Then a splinter struck him on the loins and threw him to the
deck. He was helped to his feet but still refused to go below to the cockpit
for treatment.

The action had been underway just over an hour when through the smoke
another French ship was seen to larboard bearing down hard upon



Brunswick. Her decks and rigging were crowded with men ready for
boarding. This was later to be identified as the 74-gun Achille. As the
Achille approached within musket reach Harvey ordered the larboard guns,
which from the way Brunswick and Vengeur lay together were unable to be
used against Vengeur, to be directed upon the new enemy. The guns were
loaded with a particularly brutal shot. Atop a single 32-pound shot each gun
was additionally given a double-headed shot. Between five and six rounds
were directed against Achille, even as the struggle with Vengeur continued.
All of Achille’s masts were brought down and lay over her starboard side.
Her firing ceased and the French colours came down. But Brunswick was in
no position to take possession of her. In a while Achille rehoisted her
colours and, setting a spritsail (a square sail set beneath the bowsprit), she
sought to labour away.

The slaughter on Brunswick’s upper deck had so enfeebled the British
there that Vengeur’s captain, Renaudin, was on the point of preparing to
carry the day by boarding her. But he was frustrated in this by a British ship
coming up to support Brunswick. That ship was the 74-gun Ramillies,
commanded by Harvey’s brother, Henry Harvey.

As Ramillies stood closer to Brunswick figures on the former’s deck were
waving signs that Brunswick should endeavour to cut Vengeur adrift, to
diminish risk to itself from Ramillies’s broadsides. That still appeared
difficult, but it suddenly happened of its own accord. Brunswick then
swung clear of Vengeur, tearing away three anchors from the latter’s bows.

Ramillies waited for Brunswick to drift quite clear of her opponent, then
poured two tremendous broadsides into Vengeur. Brunswick, having drifted
well clear, then administered the fatal shots. All Vengeur’s masts except the
mizzen came down. The mizzen followed soon after. Vengeur’s rudder and
stern post were shattered and she had a huge hole in her counter. Water
poured in. Guns were thrown overboard. The pumps were unable to cope.
The action had lasted some three hours without pause.

As she began sinking Vengeur displayed the British flag in submission
and appealed for help. But all Brunswick’s boats had been destroyed. There
was nothing she could do to help her stricken opponent. Her mizzen mast,
damaged earlier, suddenly went overboard. The other masts and much of
her rigging were badly damaged. The mainmast and foremast were wholly
crippled. All the running and much of the standing rigging had been shot
away. Yards were in a shattered state. The ship had been on fire three times.



The close fighting meant that the wounded were in a particularly bad
way. The langridge shot of iron pieces and nails had lacerated flesh; flame
pots thrown through the ports had inflicted frightful burns on faces and
arms.

Harvey had been wounded for the third time, this time more seriously, in
the fighting before the ships parted and when the threat of a boarding
looked imminent. A shot struck his right arm near the elbow and shattered
the arm to pieces. Faint from loss of blood he refused assistance to help him
below, saying, ‘I will not have a single man leave his quarters on my
account! My legs still remain to bear me down to the cockpit.” And, as he
went, had cried out, ‘“The colours of Brunswick shall never be struck!” What
was left of his arm was amputated but the loss of blood left him fighting for
his life.

Whatever insult and menace preceded battle foe to foe, compassion ruled
the end. Such determined valour on both sides as Brunswick and Vengeur
demonstrated produced a respect that left no rancour when it was all over.
The agony at the end was shared. The cries for help from the sinking
Vengeur only produced pity and a futile desire to be able to do something,
which a lack of resources on Brunswick prevented.

Aboard Brunswick the exhausted crew set about securing what they
could. The sails were all useless, shot to shreds. Wherever it was yet
possible to carry sail they would have to bend (affix to the yards)
completely new sails. One of her lower studding sails was set forward to
enable her to steer. In this manner she drifted away from what remained of
battle, which was very little.

Vengeur, in a sinking state that worsened as, on the roll, her shattered gun
ports scooped in more water, nevertheless rehoisted her colours and set a
small sail on the stump of her foremast. In this manner, pumps working,
bailing, she struggled to survive another two hours as a continuing unit of
the French navy.

The rehoisting of colours after having lowered them in submission was a
particularly distinctive feature of this battle. That, as much as anything,
reflected the difference that close combat brought to the battle, endowing so
much of its novel character. Two ships in tight mutual onslaught inflicted so
much punishment upon one another that even when one of them submitted
the other was too disabled to take possession. As a result, after an interval,
pride was regained and up went the colours again, defiantly fluttering



wherever there was a modest elevation to which they could be attached. The
ship could then be rescued and towed away by frigates, avoiding the fate of
being a prize. That became one of the most controversial aspects of the
Battle of June the First, as it would be known to history. It had got fully
underway between nine thirty and ten. Queen Charlotte’s own firing had
started eight minutes before ten. Ten minutes after ten Montagne was
already so severely damaged from Queen Charlotte’s raking fire that she
began to draw away. Between half-past ten and eleven the action had
abated, though was not yet over.

One of the hardest actions of the morning, between Queen and
Jemmappes, was then drawing to its conclusion. At eleven Queen’s
mainmast went over the lee side, carrying away the mizzen yard and parts
of the poop and quarterdeck. At eleven fifteen the mainmast of Jemmappes
came down, followed by the foremast. The French crew emerged waving
submission, which Queen in her own wrecked state could do nothing about.

Howe was looking out anxiously from the taffrail to make some
assessment as the smoke showed signs of clearing. At the same time,
Villaret-Joyeuse was himself making an assessment of the state of his fleet
from Montagne. Of the twelve ships ahead of him in his line when the battle
began seven had given ground and five of those now lay to leeward, the
other two were astern and lay to windward. Of the balance, one ship had
lost main-and mizzen masts and the remaining four were totally dismasted.
Of the thirteen ships astern of Montagne in the line six had lost all their
masts, one had only the foremast standing, the remaining six had their spars
and rigging in serviceable condition. All lay to leeward.

Villaret-Joyeuse signalled the serviceable ships to gather round him. He
formed a new column of twelve and moved to a leeward position where he
could receive the disabled ships that lay to windward as well as those
brought to him by frigates. These manoeuvres set his line of twelve bearing
down to where Queen was struggling to make her way.

Howe, like Villaret-Joyeuse, sought to reform his line. He had already
signalled all ships to close round Queen Charlotte and to form line ahead or
astern of her. Then, with a clearer view of the ocean before him, he had
seen the French line advancing towards Queen. He hurried to the forepart of
the poop and called down to the captain of the fleet, Sir Roger Curtis, below
on the quarterdeck, ‘Go down to the Queen, sir. Go down to the Queen.’



Curtis cried back, ‘My lord, we can’t. We’re a mere wreck! The ship
won’t steer. What can we do when the ship herself won’t steer?’

Bowen, the master, who was by the helmsman, burst out, ‘She will steer,
my lord.’

“Try her, sir,” Howe commanded Bowen who, taking over, got her slowly
before the wind with her head towards the French line, getting the spritsail
well filled to assist her round.

All sail that could be set was spread and Queen Charlotte, accompanied
by more than five of the line ships, stood towards Queen and the newly
assembled French line. But Villaret-Joyeuse had never been intent on
Queen. His purpose was to collect together and save four disabled French
ships that were being towed towards him. The 110-gun Terrible that he now
had with him was the first that he had picked up. The ships that he now
gathered in were the 110-gun Républicain, the 80-gun Scipion and two 74s,
Jemmappes and Mucius. He had salvaged a formidable force. Or, more
pertinently as many would see it, deprived the British of their best prizes.

General firing stopped shortly after one p.m. A signal had been sent by
Howe for ships to stand by prizes. There were six of them, one 80-gun and
five 74s. Howe sought as well to round up his own disabled ships. Eleven
of his fleet, including Queen Charlotte, had been dismasted, apart from
other serious damage. Villaret-Joyeuse, meanwhile, was completing his
recovery of his broken ships, two of which had struck their colours and
subsequently raised them again when their opponents were unable to take
possession of them. That object accomplished, the French fleet of nineteen
line ships and attendant smaller vessels stood away northward. By six
fifteen that afternoon it had vanished from sight, with only a frigate left
behind to watch the British movement.

The real conclusion to the battle was the final end to the tragedy of
Vengeur. At about the time that the French fleet was disappearing across the
horizon the fight to keep her afloat with pumps and bailing was at an end.
Three British ships came up at about six fifteen and sent their boats across
to take off the French sailors. They were just in time. More than four
hundred were rescued in the very last minutes left to Vengeur. Most were
wounded. Understandably there were some who, expecting that the ship’s
end would be their own, had gone to the brandy kegs. As Vengeur took her
plunge, some were heard crying, ‘Vive la Nation!’, ‘Vive la République!’



She went down so quickly that it was feared she took most of her seriously
wounded with her.

From aboard Orion Midshipman William Parker wrote a moving account
of Vengeur’s end to his father. “You could plainly perceive the poor
wretches climbing over to windward and crying most dreadfully. She then
righted a little, and then her head went down gradually, and she sunk. She
after that rose again a little and then sunk, so that no more was seen of her.
Oh, my dear Father! when you consider of five or six hundred souls
destroyed in that shocking manner, it will make your very heart relent. Our
own men even were a great many of them in tears and groaning, they said
God bless them.” But there was one happy episode to finish it all. Captain
Renaudin, who had fought his ship as bravely as any man that day, was
reunited with his twelve-year-old son at Portsmouth. The two had been
taken off by different boats. Each had thought that the other had gone down
with the ship.

Aboard Queen Charlotte the personal cost of the battle to Howe was
evident. He had not been to bed the whole time of the three-day chase. To
the strain of constant tactical calculation had been added the shortcomings
of many of his captains in the manoeuvres he sought. On top of it all was
this new experience of battle in storm on the open ocean. The lifting of it all
from him with the flight of the French fleet seemed to bring on a state of
deferred collapse. He was so weak that suddenly he was unable while on his
feet to balance against the roll of the ship. Edward Codrington caught him
as he staggered. ‘Why, you hold me as if I were a child,” Howe said, with
good humour.

‘I beg your pardon, my lord, but I thought you would have fallen.’

The state of the fleet was itself little better. It took two more days for his
ships and their prizes to repair damage sufficient for the collective return to
Britain. It was only at five a.m. on 3 June that Howe’s fleet made sail from
the area of the battle. Nine of his ships were ordered to Plymouth. The rest,
together with the prizes, made for Spithead, where they anchored on the
morning of the 13th.

Huge crowds gathered on shore when the fleet was seen standing in from
the horizon. As Queen Charlotte came to anchor salutes boomed from the
batteries on shore. Howe landed an hour later as a band played ‘See the
Conquering Hero Comes’. People cheered and wept with joy. It was, as one
report had it, a scene that baffled description in its excitement and



celebration. Thus it continued, ever more splendidly. The royal family
arrived at Portsmouth on the 26th and proceeded to Queen Charlotte in
barges. On the quarterdeck George III presented Howe with a sword set
with diamonds and a gold chain to which would be attached a medal.
Medals and honours descended upon many of the others in the fleet.

What of that part of Howe’s fleet under Rear Admiral Sir James Montagu
that had sailed with Howe at the very outset? Montagu’s orders had been to
rejoin Howe on 20 May. He had delayed four to five days in proceeding to
the proposed rendezvous off Ushant. Then, learning that Howe was far to
the westward into the ocean, Montagu returned to Plymouth, where he
arrived on 30 May. He had made no further effort to find and reinforce
Howe. Audacious, disabled in the first actions on 28 May, arrived at
Plymouth on 3 June, bringing the first news of the battle. Montagu was sent
out the next day with his squadron of eight line ships.

At seven a.m. on 9 June, off the Bay of Bertheaume, Montagu sighted
Villaret-Joyeuse’s battle-worn Grand Fleet standing in with five of his ships
in tow. Lying inside the bay at this time was another French fleet of eight
line ships. Montagu’s position was between Bertheaume and the
approaching fleet. Villaret-Joyeuse immediately formed a compact line and
at noon gave chase to the British squadron. Montagu, with several
excessively slow ships in his squadron and apparently afraid of being
caught between two forces, headed away. At five p.m. Villaret-Joyeuse
abandoned the chase, fearful of being drawn too far from the shelter his
suffering fleet sought. On 11 June Villaret-Joyeuse anchored in
Bertheaume. Montagu continued for Plymouth, where he arrived on the
12th. Two days later the Chesapeake convoy entered Brest.

There was a victory for the British, but for the French as well. They, by
common agreement among their foes, had fought more ferociously and
bravely than ever before, with determined staying power. Howe had set out
with two objectives—to engage the enemy and to intercept the Chesapeake
convoy. He had succeeded only with the first. French success lay with the
safe arrival of the grain convoy. That, after all, was the objective that
Robespierre himself had laid down for the Grand Fleet. Battle was
something that Villaret-Joyeuse had been specifically told to avoid. He
therefore had masterfully evaded action for as long as he could, intent on
drawing Howe as far away as possible from the convoy route. Once in
action, however, he made no attempt to evade it. He was indifferent to the



loss of the ships that Howe took home as prizes. ‘While your admiral
amused himself refitting them, I saved my convoy, and I saved my head,’
he told the historian Brenton on a voyage they made together from the West
Indies later in the war.

After sixteen months of war Howe had delivered the naval battle that
Britain had wanted for assurance of its naval capability and continuing
naval supremacy. And he had delivered it brilliantly, the more so for the
deficiencies of many of his captains, notably Molloy of Caesar. After being
severely censured by Howe, Molloy asked for a court martial, where he was
charged with not having brought his ship into action or exerted himself to
the utmost of his power. Molloy was dismissed from command of his ship.

Molloy was not the only one. Howe’s instructions to make for the French
line and pass through were never complied with by the majority of his
captains. Howe himself had to share the blame for that, for allowing it as an
option fitted to circumstances judged by individual captains. He had set the
example, however, for all to follow by making for the French flagship and
producing melee, the element absent from battle all that century and
through which alone could line battle produce decisive result. Only five of
his captains followed his example by passing through the French line.
These and other factors meant that, for all the cheering that greeted Howe
as he stepped ashore, a background murmur of criticism soon attached to
the Battle of June the First. It ran throughout the fleet.

Howe was criticized on two grounds. These were for not pursuing
Villaret-Joyeuse and continuing the battle and, failing that, for allowing the
escape of the five dismasted French ships, which got away from the battle
area either under tow or mere spritsail. Allowing the five potential prizes to
get away appeared to rankle deeper with many than the failure to chase
Villaret-Joyeuse. It was as though Howe had allowed the symbol and
significance of victory to be towed away, for Villaret-Joyeuse then to
present his fleet at Brest as denial of complete defeat and of any British
claim to full success.

Edward Brenton, one of the two contemporary historians of the naval
Great War, was a severe critic of June the First. Brenton had some
advantage in that he had been a midshipman aboard one of Montagu’s
ships. He declared that by failing either to capture the five dismasted French
ships or to pursue Villaret-Joyeuse, Howe had ‘turned a victory into a
defeat, while the expert French admiral obtained from his own defeat all the



advantages of a victory’. The other historian, William James, disagreed with
Brenton’s criticisms of Howe and Montagu. James, like Clerk of Eldin, was
a landsman obsessed with naval matters. Like Clerk he, too, was a
meticulous student of his subject, and produced what is certainly the
superior work, painstakingly accurate, immensely detailed, yet occasionally
prone to his own insistent convictions.

Whatever the balance in the criticisms of it, the Battle of June the First
1794 stands in its own supreme niche for being the first naval battle on the
open ocean as much as for the dominant tactical aspect of it: the deliberate
aforethought cutting of the line, thereby bringing on close engagement,
melee. It provided the essential lesson for Nelson and the others who
followed. For that Howe holds his own uniquely distinctive place in naval
history.



XI

UNCERTAINTY

AFTER June the First, as the cheering and celebrations for Howe’s victory
faded, there followed a hollow sense of return to the inconclusive level of
naval achievement in home waters before the battle, and through the
previous year. What rankled was that the French fleet remained scarcely
less powerful.

Lying at Brest were thirty-five ships of the line, thirteen frigates, as well
as corvettes and brigs. They were still a threat in the Narrow Seas, and to
the West Indies. Quite as dangerous was the potential of Brest to detach a
squadron to reinforce the fleet at Toulon. The French Grand Fleet had a new
sense of pride. Neither within the Grand Fleet nor in Paris and across
France was June the First regarded as a French defeat or a British victory.
The fierce courage of the French sailors had been as triumphantly saluted in
France as the return of Howe’s fleet had been in Britain. But with the
French fleet recovering in Brest there was no immediate expectation in
midsummer 1794 of major action upon the near seas.

For the British, trade protection, meanwhile, was as vital as the need
permanently to cripple or destroy the Grand Fleet. Squadrons of French
frigates continued their havoc upon British trade in the Channel and around
the British coasts. British frigate squadrons were constantly out in pursuit of
their French counterparts. Valiant resistance came from the merchantmen
themselves. Some of their tales of courage became small legends of that
particular side of the war.

In July the ship Betsey, inbound for London from Jamaica, was captured
off the Lizard by a squadron of French frigates. The master and crew were
taken off, leaving only the mate, cook, carpenter, a ship’s boy and a
passenger, Mrs Williams. A French lieutenant and thirteen sailors took
charge of the prize. Three days later, in sight of Guernsey, the mate formed
a plot to retake the ship. When outlining the part proposed for her in it Mrs



Williams fainted, having been told that if they failed all could expect to be
killed. On recovering, she declared that she would play her part.

At eleven that night, when the French lieutenant was asleep in his berth
and the other French in the fore part of the ship, the signal was given. Mrs
Williams went to the lieutenant’s cabin and locked the door. She stood with
her back against it to prevent it being forced. On deck the mate, cook,
carpenter and the ship’s boy surprised the French sailors and forced them
down the hatchway, threatening death if they tried to come up again. The
small band sailed on for another two days, until they reached Cowes Road.
When a boat party came aboard from the shore they found Mrs Williams
still in the same positon at the lieutenant’s door, pistol in hand.

June the First and the fall of Bastia had for the British reassuringly, though
briefly, smoothed over a facade of wartime coalition that was cracking and
splintering, with no way yet of judging for how long all would continue to
hold together.

A new campaign in the Austrian Netherlands had begun in April,
financed by Britain and Holland. By May it had already begun to fade. The
outcome became steadily more unpredictable, compounded by events in
France. In July, six weeks after Howe’s victory, Robespierre went to the
guillotine. The Terror was over. Did that lend itself to the possibility of
peace? No one could tell. The hope had to be that it might, for the course of
the allied Continental campaign continued to falter ominously.

The Austrians were fast retreating from Flanders. They, in fact, appeared
near indifferent to its fate. Like the Prussians their attention was fixed on
Poland, where patriotic insurgency had a new leader, Kosciuszko, who was
moving from one triumph to another after the seizure of Warsaw. The
attention of Prussia and Austria had deflected eastwards. They were
concerned about those territories that they already had partitioned off from
Poland. Austria also saw the Kosciuszko insurgency as likely excuse for
further Prussian aggrandizement. Against that background Prussian and
Austrian zeal and commitment for the western campaign against France had
diminished.

Austria’s distraction eastwards hastened the crisis for Pitt’s ministry as
Brussels was abandoned on 11 July, and Antwerp two weeks later. For
Britain, hostile power in possession of the coast of the Scheldt was



historically a matter of morbid apprehension, arising from fear of the
Scheldt becoming a prime marshalling point for invasion. The French now
had all of that. And French possession of Holland as well looked imminent.

Collapse in Holland was inevitable if the Austrian Netherlands fell. That
spelled disaster of special dimensions for Britain. The Dutch had been
Britain’s partner in doling out subsidies to the Prussians and Austrians and
Amsterdam’s banking was the financial buttress of London, in support of
those on the Continent wishing to raise their own loan funds. The Dutch
had a large naval fleet that would be at the disposal of the French. Holland
commanded much of the trade on the Indian Ocean, and possessed the
strategic point of access between the hemispheres, the Cape of Good Hope.
Was all of that to fall to France? Britain’s anxiety was understandable.

Britain sought to buy her way out of the crisis by throwing more money
at the Prussians and Austrians. But it was money that brought little
significant gain on the battlefields. Relations between the coalition partners
soured steadily.

The French on the other hand were holding up well, with a poor, ragged
army whose revolutionary spirit remained intact, its ardour fed by
significant gains in the Netherlands and the south. In Paris the National
Convention saw the need for strong advances along the Riviera because of
the British landings on Corsica. The Army of Italy was therefore becoming
of much greater significance. This owed a lot to the strategic calculations
fed to the National Convention by its commissioner on the Riviera,
Augustin Robespierre, brother of Maximilien. His organizational skill had
helped rebuild the Army of Italy after the recapture of Toulon, where a
close friendship had developed with young Napoleon Buonaparte. In April
1794 Buonaparte had been appointed general in command of artillery with
the Army of Italy. Augustin Robespierre then gave Napoleon another staff
job as well. He was to plan the future operations of the Army of Italy. In
June Augustin took Buonaparte’s memorandum on future operations of the
Army of Italy to Paris. Augustin died in the attack on the Committee of
Public Safety in July, but with that assignment Augustin Robespierre had
unwittingly provided Napoleon with the key to his future. However, it
nearly became Napoleon’s death warrant as well. The fall of the Jacobins
the following month and the execution of Maximilien Robespierre meant
that Napoleon’s associations with the Robespierres put him in immediate



danger. He was arrested in the south, interrogated and then released. He
returned to his plans for the Army of Italy.

This had been topographical staff work, but it became inflamed by the
expansive visions that sprang from it. What he planned for Italy he saw in
relation to a larger objective. Alive in his mind was the basis of a campaign
that expanded from the Riviera coast across northern Italy and Venice, and
over the Alps into Austria, to link up with advances from the Rhine. Under
General Maséna the Army of Italy had taken the passes of the Maritime
Alps and Apennines. They had outflanked the Austro-Sardinian forces in
the Maritime Alps and had driven the Sardinians back along the Riviera.
The Army of Italy had crossed the Sardinian boundary on the Riviera, taken
Nice, and passed on into the territory of independent Genoa as far as Vado
Bay. The Army of Italy therefore already held much of the indispensable
coastal route from Toulon to Vado, the arrow into the heart of northern Italy,
as well as Alpine passes, which represented the potential access beyond into
the Tyrol. For Napoleon, the eviction of the British from Corsica naturally
became central to his designs for the Army of Italy.

Possession of Fiorenzo and Bastia already suggested secure British
command over the western Mediterranean, and by extension of the entire
Mediterranean. But, though nothing on this wild and rough island could yet
be taken for granted, Hood moved on to the attack against Bastia’s
companion fortress of Calvi. ‘We shall now join heart and hand against
Calvi,” Nelson had written when the French colours were lowered on Bastia
on 20 May. The operation against Calvi began on 16 June, when
Agamemnon anchored in deep water off the fortress.

Calvi was a tougher proposition than Bastia. Like Bastia, the walled town
enclosed a citadel. The place sat on a promontory on a bay. Calvi’s own
defences were supported by batteries on outworks surrounding it. These
commanded approaches from the interior as well as the sea.

The assault was a repetition of the hardships of Bastia. The sailors once
more were hauling guns to heights, cutting roads and building batteries.
This time they, and Nelson, were subordinate to the army. But as Hood’s
intermediary with the army Nelson retained intimacy with the operation. A
change in the army command initially made the relationship easier. Dundas
and d’ Aubant had been succeeded by a harder soldier, General Charles
Stuart, whom Nelson respected. L.and and sea were nevertheless once more
in discord as intense mutual resentment arose between Stuart and Hood.



Nelson threw himself into the preparation for assault as fully as he had
done at Bastia. Hood’s dependence continued for, once again, it was upon
Nelson’s reports that he relied, whose observations he sought, and through
whom a proper relationship with the army had to be maintained. But for
Nelson a bitterness now attached to his relations with Hood for it was at this
time that he learned of the scant recognition Hood had given him in the
official report to the Admiralty on the Bastia operation.

To his uncle he wrote, “The whole operations were carried on through
Lord Hood’s letters to me. I was the mover of it—I was the cause of its
success. Sir Gilbert Elliot will be my evidence, if any is required.” Nelson’s
patriotism was his solace. To his wife he wrote, ‘I am well aware my poor
services will not be noticed: I have no interest; but however services may be
received, it is not right in an officer to slacken his zeal for his country.’

The intense heat of the Corsican high summer brought mosquitoes and
malaria. By the end of June the conditions for the army and navy around
Calvi could hardly have seemed different from what was being endured in
the West Indies. ‘“We have upwards of one thousand sick out of two
thousand, and others not much better than so many phantoms. We have lost
many men from the season, very few from the enemy,” Nelson wrote. He
was on his feet while others lay sick or dying from malaria, typhoid or
dysentery. His own fever was different. To his wife he wrote, ‘I am very
busy, yet own I am in my glory; except with you, I would not be anywhere
but where I am, for the world.” No one possessed that sustaining inner fire
like Nelson. It is a patriotism real to the times, though more distinctive in
his case for the near-mystical character of it. ‘Life with disgrace is
dreadful,’ he once told his wife. ‘A glorious death is to be envied; and if
anything happens to me, recollect that death is a debt we all must pay, and
whether now, or a few years hence, can be but of little consequence.’ It
becomes a repetitive litany in his correspondence, tightly enclosing the core
of his commitment.

His passion for being at the forefront of the action naturally made him
vulnerable. On 12 July Nelson was at a naval battery when, at daylight,
heavy fire from Calvi showered surprise down upon it. Nelson was
watching the bombardment from a rock that gave him a view of Calvi and
the whole field of operation. A shot barely cleared his head but blasted sand
and stones against his breast and into his face with such force that his right
eye was blinded. He was bleeding profusely and in great pain.



His face was badly cut, the worst cut being in the right brow. It had
penetrated the eyelid and eyeball. He kept the eye but the verdict was that
he would never again have good sight from it. Nelson’s own comment was
that he could do little more than ‘distinguish light from dark’. He was soon
compelled to wear a dark eyeshade to diminish the intense Corsican light.

To Hood on the night of his injury he merely reported, ‘I got a little hurt
this morning.” To his wife he wrote, ‘Amongst the wounded, in a slight
manner, is myself, my head being a good deal wounded and my right eye
cut down...It confined me, Thank God, only one day...” And later, ‘No,
nothing but the loss of a limb would have kept me from my duty, and I
believe my exertions conduced to preserve me in this general mortality.’

Nelson had indeed stayed off-duty only the regular twenty-four hours
allotted for what were considered lighter injuries. He then returned to an
increasingly difficult liaison with the army, which was demanding five
hundred more sailors for labour and manning the batteries. The army
complained that those soldiers who were not sick were exhausted. Hood
reluctantly gave the sailors. General Stuart believed that without more
troops, more seamen and more ammunition the siege of Calvi might have to
be abandoned. It was the height of summer and sickness was daily wasting
more of the strength they had. Unless the siege were soon brought to an end
sickness among the troops would do it anyhow.

The steady hammering of Calvi saved the situation. The houses in the
citadel were either in ruins or flames. On 10 August the fortress capitulated.
Nelson was relieved to see the end of it. His wound was troubling him.

Once again he was to be lashed by a lack of acknowledgement for his
services. He got no mention in Stuart’s list of commendations. Hood for his
part was outraged that his own name had not appeared in the capitulation.
Nelson’s name did not even appear in the list of wounded. ‘One hundred
and ten days I have been actually engaged, at sea and on shore, against the
enemy. I do not know that any one has done more,’ he wrote. ‘I have had
the comfort to be always applauded by my commander-in-chief, but never
to be rewarded: and what is more mortifying, for services in which I have
been wounded, others have been praised, who, at the same time, were
actually in bed, far from the scene of action. They have not done me justice.
But, never mind...’

There were some broader reasons for that, for Calvi and Bastia marked a
bitter moment between the two services. It left a deep mark. The classic



historian of the British Army, J. W. Fortescue, blamed Hood. The army,
Fortescue believed, suffered badly in reputation from Corsica because, in
the general view, the navy was exalted as incomparable in the operations
there and the army as useless. That, he declared, ‘may be traced in great
measure to the arrogant and contemptuous attitude which Hood assumed,

and taught his officers to assume, towards the Army’.L At Calvi, Fortescue
acknowledged, ‘Nelson’s zeal and industry were indefatigable; but the
extremely able dispositions whereby Stuart mastered the town were the
general’s only, and Nelson did no more than carry out his instructions.’

For Nelson and his ship there was respite at last. Agamemnon sailed for
Leghorn, where the crew was found to be quite unfit. Recovery for all was
slow. The ship lay there a month under repair.

Hood had been recalled to Britain; he was never to be employed again.
Admiral Hotham was temporarily commander in chief Mediterranean.
Hood did at least now make a determined attempt before he left for home to
reward Nelson for his extraordinary support. He wanted Nelson to accept
command of a larger ship, the first 74 whose command became available in
the Mediterranean, but it was a promotion that Nelson felt unable to accept
since it meant saying goodbye to a ship’s company with whom he had
shared too much, suffered too much in common, to make leave-taking easy.

A spell at home was what Nelson had also hoped for, but the strength of
the French fleet at Toulon remained too serious for Agamemnon to be
detached. The fleet needed reinforcement, which Hood had long begged for.
Hood nevertheless sailed home in Victory, an indispensable line ship,
provoking the surly though perhaps justifiable comment from the army that
it was ‘singular’ that he should take Victory home ‘when he might be
conveyed equally well in a frigate’.

The French were preparing for assault on Corsica. At Marseilles a fleet of
large transports had been assembled and were said to be ready for the
transport of a landing force. But by holding the principal defensive
positions at the northern end of the island the British now had effective
possession and control of Corsica.

Britain had never commanded such a position of dominance in the
Mediterranean, the finest possible for surveillance and control over the
strategically vital western basin of the sea. Any full assurance of holding it
nevertheless depended upon bringing the Toulon fleet to battle and reducing
its strength to the point where it was effectively powerless to muster an



assault. One opportunity for that had already been lost when Vice Admiral
Hotham failed to engage Admiral Martin’s squadron when it set out to
relieve Calvi. But British command and retention of Corsica would also
depend upon the continued independence of the Ligurian and Tuscan
coastline and their ports of Genoa and Leghorn, which together offered
facilities of a sort that Corsica lacked.

The Army of Italy had already assaulted the independence of Genoa by
taking Vado. It could not be supposed that they would halt there. Against
the uncertainties of that a disturbing shadow had fallen upon the navy lying
at Fiorenzo.

Mutiny had erupted aboard the 98-gun Windsor Castle, under the flag of
Rear Admiral Robert Linzee. The mutineers refused to continue serving
under the admiral, their captain, the first lieutenant and a boatswain. They
declared their dislike of them all. Vice Admiral Hotham, who had now
officially succeeded Hood as commander in chief in the Mediterranean,
together with Rear Admiral Hyde Parker and the captains of other ships
lying at Fiorenzo, all went aboard Windsor Castle to plead with the
mutineers to return to duty. Notwithstanding such an intimidating force of
persuasion, they still refused. Windsor Castle’s captain demanded a court
martial to redeem his reputation. He got it and was exonerated. The
subsequent outcome for the mutineers was astonishing for a navy where
mutiny or any semblance of it was, as a rule, unfailingly punishable by
hanging. But in this instance the mutineers were all pardoned. The captain,
the lieutenant and the boatswain were all replaced.

The absence of punitive measure was reflective of how scant were the
resources of this fleet. The siege of Calvi had demonstrated how critically
short of manpower the British forces were in the Mediterranean. Death and
continuing sickness had steadily worsened the situation. The first thing
Hotham required was restoration of such a mighty ship to functional
normality. The last thing wanted was fear of example, a possible contagion
of sympathetic insurrection too difficult to cope with so far from home
waters and disciplinary intervention. The mutineers’ stubborn resistance to
any form of plea had been alarming.

Just three weeks later similar drama burst upon the Western Squadron at
Spithead.

On 3 December the greater part of the crew of the 74-gun ship Culloden,
under Captain Thomas Troubridge, refused to take the ship to sea. Late that



night the mutineers unshipped the ladders from the main deck and
barricaded themselves below. They broke into the magazine and loaded two
guns with shot. A trio of admirals came on board and tried to persuade the
men to return to duty. Their pleas were rejected and the sailors, forming the
greater part of the ship’s crew, remained shut in below for a week, until 10
December, when a captain from another ship persuaded them to surrender.
Ten of the suspected ringleaders were seized. Eight were sentenced to
death, two acquitted. Five of the eight were hanged aboard Culloden, the
other three pardoned.

The winter of 1794-5 was one of the severest on record in Britain and
Europe. A savage cold fell with heavy demoralizing impact upon the
faltering campaigns on the Continent. It all looked steadily worse for
Britain and its coalition partners as the French entered Holland and drove
the Austrians and Prussians back across the Rhine. They had also driven the
Spanish back across the Pyrenees.

For Britain difficulty lay everywhere. Only in Corsica were there positive
results. In the West Indies the battle for Guadeloupe was finally stumbling
to its end, with final British withdrawal on 10 December. In Holland British
soldiers were fast withdrawing from the Continent as the Duke of York, the
commander there, retreated. The war situation thereafter began to
deteriorate ever more rapidly. The first six months of 1795 were dramatic.
Amsterdam fell in January, and William of Orange fled to England. Holland
was all but lost. What now had to be confronted was the huge imbalance in
strategy and resources that this represented: a new operational front on the
North Sea, French acquisition of the Dutch navy and merchant fleet, and of
the Dutch colonial empire. Up to now all of that had been apprehensively
dreaded but hopefully wished away as possible fact. Unrealistically, hope of
saving Holland still lingered, tied to subsidies dangled before Austria,
Prussia and Russia.

Between them the staggering sum of five and a half million pounds was
now on offer from Britain, four million six hundred thousand for Austria
alone. The latter was to be the largest single loan proffered in that entire
war.

Decisions had already been made concerning Dutch shipping and
warships. If complete collapse of Holland looked imminent Dutch ships



would be held in British ports. Warships could be taken when encountered.
More immediately pressing, however, was the urgent issue of the Cape of
Good Hope and the Dutch possessions on the Indian Ocean such as Ceylon.
The flight of the Prince of Orange to Britain in January provided the key to
that. He was pressed to give sanction to British occupation. He did so
reluctantly. Had he not done so Britain would have occupied Dutch
territories anyway, to forestall any French attempt. There was no colonial
wealth at the Cape. All the value was in the place itself, for it dominated the
passage to the East as imposingly as Gibraltar did the Straits between the
Mediterranean and the Atlantic. As one naval officer, John Blankett,
expressed it in a letter to War Secretary Dundas’s under-secretary, ‘What
was a feather in the hands of the Dutch will become a sword in the hands of
France.’

Preparations for seizing the Cape of Good Hope were hastily begun. A
small squadron of four ships bearing the Prince of Orange’s authority for
relinquishing command of the Cape to Britain sailed under Commodore
John Blankett on 27 February, the main squadron under Sir George Keith
Elphinstone sailed from Spithead on 3 April, and the main body of troops
on 15 May.

The greatest immediate anxiety, however, lay with the West Indies, as it
had done from the outset. Neither of the two fleets that already had gone out
had achieved conspicuous success. The forces in the islands had been so
drastically reduced by disease that they were scarcely capable of holding
their own. The French had reinforced Guadeloupe after the British had
abandoned their operations there. The campaign in St Domingue was barely
holding. A further complication arose as slave uprisings swept the islands
and threatened even Jamaica. But the West Indian operations had to be
maintained, to deny the French the financial advantages they got from their
island trade, and to maintain Britain’s own trade as Continental subsidies
continued to drain the exchequer.

In the Mediterranean the fleet under its new commander, Admiral Hotham,
was constantly at sea during a stormy winter: ‘...nothing but gales of wind,
but in Agamemnon we mind them not; she is the finest ship I ever sailed in,
and, were she a seventy-four, nothing should induce me to leave her whilst
the war lasted; for not an hour of this war will I, if possible, be out of active



service; much as I shall regret being so long parted from you,” Nelson wrote
to his wife in January from Fiorenzo. ‘I hope we have many happy years to
live together.’

He was obsessed with the growing threat to Corsica from a Toulon fleet
that had been restored to a strength of fifteen line ships. One hundred and
twenty-four large troop transports were lying at Marseilles for the
anticipated assault on Corsica. The British had thirteen line ships, most in a
bad state of wear and all undermanned. This fleet was now almost
constantly at sea, on watch for the expected attack.

On 25 February Agamemnon was lying at Leghorn with the fleet, in from
‘a very bad cruise’, when Tuscany concluded peace with France and
declared its neutrality. The fall of this particular domino led Nelson to ask,
with a note of unusual despair yet also a touch of foresight, ...as all the
Powers give up the contest, for what has England to fight? I wish most
heartily we had peace, or that all our troops were drawn from the Continent,
and only a Naval war carried on, the war where England alone can make a
figure.’2 His despair mounted as he found that, in their deteriorating
circumstances, the new commander, Hotham, appeared the least likely to
make an impact.

A week later, on 6 March, still at Leghorn, Hotham got news that the
Toulon fleet of fifteen line ships accompanied by three frigates was at sea.
They escorted a convoy that had embarked between five and six thousand
troops for Corsica. Apparently hopeful of achieving a lightning coup, the
force had sailed on learning that the British were laid up at Leghorn.
Hotham'’s inadequacy for his task was now to become disturbingly clear.

Hotham ordered his fleet to prepare to sail at once, which they did at
daybreak the following morning. On 10 March they came in sight of the
enemy. The British were practically becalmed. But at dawn on the 13th,
with a change of wind, Hotham signalled a general chase. Agamemnon’s
speed, the fastest in the fleet, soon put her far in advance of the rest. Nelson,
for two hours alone, then fought a ship massively more powerful than his
own until Hotham sent a signal of recall.2

The battle was to be resumed the next morning. An advanced French
squadron moved forward to join the fight but then bore off. As the French
fleet made off under all possible sail Nelson hastened aboard Hotham’s
flagship Britannia, lying just astern of Agamemnon. He pleaded with
Hotham to pursue the French, but to Nelson’s frustration Hotham said, “We



must be contented, we have done very well.” Nelson’s subsequent comment
on that placid retort was: ‘My disposition cannot bear tame and slow
measures. Sure I am, that had I commanded our fleet on the 14th, the whole
French fleet would have graced my triumph, or I should have been in a
confounded scrape.” With that compact pronouncement he declared the
formula of his present and foreseeable existence.

Hotham believed that it was sufficient to have frustrated the French
attempt to retake Corsica, but it was already evident that the situation in the
Mediterranean was shifting dangerously. Leghorn, Tuscany’s principal port,
had been tantamount to being a British mainland base, for ship
maintenance, supplies and hospice for weary sailors. As a neutral port the
French now had access to it. What would be its future? Nelson already had
his doubts about Corsica. On 25 March he wrote, ‘I am not even now
certain Corsica is safe, if they undertake the expedition with proper spirit.’
As if to underline that apprehension ten days later, on 4 April, six line ships
and two frigates from Brest arrived at Toulon, which threatened to change
the naval balance on the Mediterranean. But on 14 June six sail of the line
under Admiral Robert Man joined Hotham’s force off Minorca. This was
the reinforcement that Hood had promised to demand.

On 29 June word was received at Fiorenzo that the French fleet was at
sea again, seventeen ships of the line. Hotham, rather than stirring to action,
preferred to believe that the French were simply exercising their men. He
began refitting and watering his ships at Fiorenzo. He posted no guard
frigates.

While the others refitted Nelson was then given a special mission. On 13
June the Austrians and Sardinians had launched an offensive against the
French along the Ligurian coast. By driving the French back along the
Riviera the Austrians believed they would control supplies to the Army of
Italy. The Austrians had counted on cooperation from the British navy, but
Hotham had been unable to provide that until the arrival of Admiral Man’s
reinforcement.

Nelson’s assignment was to collaborate with the Austrian General
Devins.# On 4 July Agamemnon, accompanied by a frigate, a gun ship,
sloop and cutter, sailed for the Ligurian coast, but Nelson’s small force fell
in with the French fleet and returned to Fiorenzo with the French in pursuit.
Off Fiorenzo Agamemnon began firing signal guns to attract the attention of
the fleet at anchor in Fiorenzo Bay. The French, on sight of the large British



fleet lying in the bay, made off at once. In doing so they lost the chance to
catch the British off guard. Occupied with the refit and watering, Hotham’s
ships were unable to unmoor for chase, which only got underway some
twelve hours after the appearance and disappearance of the French.

At daybreak on the 13th, south of Hyeres and with a heavy gale blowing,
the French fleet was sighted about five miles off, to the lee of the British. At
four a.m. Hotham signalled his ships to form line. At eight he signalled
general chase. But as the ships closed the gale dropped and light,
changeable winds set in.

The British van, eight ships including Agamemnon and Victory, found
themselves well ahead of the rest of the fleet, including Hotham’s flagship
Britannia. At half-past noon the van ships caught up with the sternmost
French ship, Alcide, and opened fire. In less than an hour Alcide was
disabled and struck her colours. Meanwhile, the light wind had changed
from north-west to east, making it difficult for the French to escape as
easily and quickly as they wished. Britannia was some eight miles away
and, from that distance, Hotham was unable to make out the action. Fearing
that the ships were getting too close to shore and the batteries there,
Hotham sent a signal to discontinue. To the surprise of the French, the
action was called off.

The French had lost their opportunity off Fiorenzo, the British off
Hyeres, where a superior fleet of twenty-three British ships had failed to
come to action with an inferior French fleet of seventeen. It was to prove a
disastrous failure. For the naval historian Brenton the French fleet should
have been attacked by a general chase as soon as it was sighted at daybreak,
when the British were still sailing with the last strength of the overnight
gale, before the calms and shifts that followed affected action. Hotham
should not have lost time forming a line. He should have dashed for the
enemy. Instead the French were allowed to increase their distance. When,
after a lapse of four hours Hotham finally made chase, the wind had failed
and the best opportunity was lost. Even so, as Brenton’s fellow historian
William James declared, if Hotham had persevered in the action a few hours
longer than he did he would have benefited from a change of wind. There
was also the great inferiority of the British sailing ability against that of the
French. The eight miles that lay between Hotham aboard Britannia and the
seven ships that saw action against the French provided as effective an
illustration of that as anything could.



For the British the consequences of Hotham’s failure were soon to
become apparent.

There was nothing better on offer from the Channel fleet at the Western
Approaches. On 22 June an unusually powerful Channel fleet, with
seventeen line ships including two 100-gun ships and six 98-gun, was
cruising under command of Lord Bridport, formerly Viscount Alexander
Hood and brother of Lord Hood. Bridport commanded because Howe, once
again, was ill.

For two days the fleet had been seeking to close with the French fleet of
twelve line ships under Villaret-Joyeuse. At seven a.m. Bridport signalled
chase. But calms and shifting winds prevented action that day. Battle finally
began shortly after daybreak on the 23rd. Two-thirds of each fleet became
engaged. Three of the French ships struck their colours. Shortly before nine,
to the amazement of the contending officers on both sides, Bridport sent out
signals to disengage. The French retreated to Lorient where, at a conference
summoned by Villaret-Joyeuse, it was frankly admitted by one French
officer that Bridport had lost the opportunity of capturing or destroying the
entire French fleet.

Bridport’s explanation echoed Hotham’s off Hyeres: he feared the
proximity of the land and of the batteries there. But the action was three
miles off. There was no wind that might have carried the fleet towards
shore. The batteries had not fired a shot.

On three occasions now in this year large French and British fleets were
brought to action, ‘and in each of which French ships were taken, so as to
clothe each action with the appearance of victory; nevertheless the
circumstances under which each engagement was terminated were such as
to damage rather than to enhance the reputation of the British Admirals, and
to cause shame rather than exultation...’

It would be three years before the line ships of the Royal Navy were
offered their next opportunity against the Grand Fleet.

Spring 1795 had delivered a deeply clouded outlook for Britain on the
Continent. On 5 April Prussia signed a treaty with the French, which
brought Prussia’s neutrality. Tuscany, too, in the same month concluded its



treaty with France. Holland finally surrendered on 16 May. The Triple
Alliance that had so confidently gone to war with an apparently weak and
disorganized Revolutionary France belonged to history.

All the other partners were faltering as well. Sardinia was losing heart;
the neutrality of Venice and Naples was being undermined by the
submission to neutrality of others; French advances into Catalonia had
brought strengthening inclination towards peace in Madrid.

Great Britain saw isolation advancing upon her. She nevertheless
resolutely sought to stem it, even to reverse the situation. Her policy mid-
1795 was on three fronts. The main one was continued support and subsidy
of Austria; the other was for tentative direct approaches on peace with
France; the third was, on the face of it, a wild gamble, being yet another
attempt to encourage insurrection on mainland France.

The summer of 1795 had been unrest in much of France. The popularly
elected National Convention had governed France since October 1792.
From 1793 France was ruled by the Convention’s Committee of Public
Safety, the Jacobin dictatorship dominated by Robespierre until he fell in
July 1794. In that summer of 1795 anti-Jacobin feelings and desire for
revenge saw royalists inflicting their own terror in parts of the south and the
west. There were popular risings in Paris. The Revolutionary constitution
was revoked and replaced by a new governing cabal, the Directory. But the
old guard, fearful of an election driven by royalists sweeping away the
republic, held on to power. When Paris exploded Paul Barras was appointed
to command the army. He then turned to the young officer whose artillery
work he had admired at Toulon, Napoleon Buonaparte.

Napoleon had come to Paris as an officer in the infantry instead of the
artillery, a change that had angered him. He was assigned to a command
against the royalist uprising in La Vendée but refused it. His name was
removed from the list of general officers. Three weeks later, as Paris rose,
he received that call from Barras. In a single day of brilliant deployment of
soldiers and cannon on the streets of Paris the mob was crushed. The future
was open to the rise of Napoleon Buonaparte.

On 11 June Blankett and Elphinstone arrived together off Simon’s Town, in
False Bay at the southern end of the peninsula that formed the Cape of



Good Hope. The main body of force arrived on 7 July. There was
resistance, quickly overcome. The Cape was surrendered on 16 September.

The passage to India was secure. The Mediterranean, however, was not.

On 22 July Spain had withdrawn from the war. The immediate concern
was the fate of her considerable fleet of twenty-one line ships at Mahon.
With such a force allied to the Toulon fleet the balance in the western basin
would be massively against the British.

The other point of uncertainty was on the Ligurian coast. Nelson had
gone back to his mission there to assist the Austrian commander, General
Devins, whose efforts to drive the French from the Riviera all the way to
Nice had stalled after limited success. It had become even more urgent to
deny the French the stores and supplies their forces depended upon from
Genoa, Leghorn and other Italian ports. Failing that, according to the
British minister at Genoa, ‘it is almost impossible for the Allied Army to
hold their present situation, and much less possible for them to make any
progress in driving the French out of the Riviera’.2

Immediate strategy centred upon Vado Bay, which had just been
recaptured by the Austrians. Vado was the best anchorage on that coast.
With the Maritime Alps and the Apennines descending so close to the coast,
communication along their rough slopes was difficult for a manoeuvring
army. Military movement along the poor coastal road was exposed to fire
from the sea and supplies depended heavily upon small coasting vessels.
Attack on both became Nelson’s task.

Nelson was briefly spirited as he commanded the coast, surveying its
features, devising strategy. The Corsican experience was resurgent in him.
He was impressed by the Austrian soldiers and started off well with General
Devins. He proposed landings to create new bridgeheads, which he could
maintain from sea. He begged more ships to assist him and went to Leghorn
to press his request personally on Hotham. Instead Hotham reduced his
squadron and, on top of the tasks he was already charged with, ordered
Nelson continually to reconnoitre Toulon. Once more, at a critical point in a
critical operation, he was left in seething frustration in face of inaction tied
to overload. Gradually at first and then ever more rapidly, he found himself
watching a vital front needlessly disintegrating before him, powerless to do
what he knew might hold it. Hotham certainly had the ships to spare. Apart
from an occasional cruise off Toulon his fleet was either lying at Fiorenzo
or at Leghorn. He seemed to need the show of numbers around him without



putting any of it at risk. But, as Mahan points out, ‘the employment of
adequate force upon the Riviera, in active aggressive work under Nelson
during the summer, when it was practicable to do so, would have compelled
the French fleet to come out and fight, or the French army to fall back’.

General Devins practised his own form of negation. Like Hotham, he
could not be pinned down to any of the strategic suggestions that Nelson
proffered, and considered drastically urgent. The French were steadily
strengthening their positions along the coast and in the mountains. By the
autumn Nelson had lost faith in all whom he had been designated to serve.
He was writing them all off. On 27 October he summed it up in a cynical
letter to his uncle: ‘The campaign of our Allies, the Austrians and
Piedmontese, is, I suppose, almost over...My situation with this Army has
convinced me...of the futility of Continental Alliances...the Admiral has
given me directions to look after the French Fleet at Toulon (Whilst he lies
quiet in Leghorn Roads)...” Nelson’s scorn for Hotham here expressed was
perhaps the sharpest he had so far allowed himself. He now wanted to see
an early end to it all: ‘Peace, I believe, will yet be with us before next
January; at least I hope so, if it can be on honourable terms.’®

Hotham’s Mediterranean term was over. On 1 November he struck his
flag and left. Sir Hyde Parker had temporary command. The situation that
Hotham left to him had grown still more serious.

Peace with Spain meant that the French troops fighting on the peninsula
were beginning to arrive as reinforcements for the Army of Italy. The
French were assembling flatboats, transports, gunboats and other vessels for
close inshore action at different points on the Riviera. Supply depots were
established and constantly being stocked. It was a situation that invited
assault. This, after all, was the original operational purpose for which the
Austrians had called for the British fleet.

The greatest assembly point for these transports, small craft and supplies
was at Alassio Bay. The place was defended by formidable batteries erected
by the French. Nelson believed that with three ships of the line he could
destroy all that was there. Hyde Parker not only refused the request for line
ships but reduced Nelson’s force of frigates.

Nelson stood confronted by a great event building before him, one that
was pulsing with its imminence, quite unpredictable in its immediate
outcome, yet vulnerable to his or another’s determining influence at the
right place, at a certain moment. He was placed to read the circumstances



and fated possibilities with a comprehension that seemed to elude others.
Since he was in constant survey along that coast between Genoa and
Toulon, Nelson had a better overall picture of the situation than anyone.
With Hyde Parker, like Hotham before him, sailing fruitlessly in and out
of Leghorn, Nelson took the unusual step of sending an urgent report to
Evan Nepean, under-secretary at the Admiralty, apologizing should it be
taken as presumptuous, ‘...I hope their Lordships will think I have done
right in giving them this information, without its coming through the
Admiral, which is the proper channel’. He reported the position of the
28,000-strong French army along the mountains as impregnable, the
Austrian position similarly so. But the winter had begun stormy and cold.
Up in the mountains where the French and Austrian forces were entrenched
the weather was savage. Men were dying from it. “Thus both armies remain

to see who can stand the cold longest.’Z Meanwhile, down in Genoa the
French were arrogantly insulting the authority of the republic by openly
enlisting its citizens and inciting others to rise. Nelson was pleading for the
action that winter stalemate briefly offered, the looming threat being loss of
Genoa, the bank and supply point for both the French and the British. The
strategic consequences of its loss would be considerable. Right then the
French had a frigate lying in Genoa with a force that was intended to cut
communications between the Austrian army and the city.

Agamemnon was lying at Vado. On learning of the frigate’s intention
Nelson sailed at once for Genoa and laid Agamemnon across the harbour
mouth to prevent the French warship from leaving to land its troops along
the coast. Here again, one prompt, bold, decisive and necessary move upon
a huge and complex operational area springs from the remarkable
individual that is Horatio Nelson, he the only one who, in a rapidly
deteriorating scene of potentially grave consequences, holds clear image of
need and specific action. On 20 November he declared the situation to Hyde
Parker with unusually sharp tone: ‘I have not, which you probably know,
been on former occasions backward in presenting my thoughts to Admiral
Hotham, that at one time or another, the French would make a push for this
coast, as also my wishes for a reinforcement of two 74-gun ships, and that
the Frigates should not be diminished; the latter, I am sorry to say, is done.
The extraordinary events which have taken place here, and the Expedition
which would now sail from this Port, were I to withdraw the Agamemnon,
will always render it a measure of necessity to keep a superior force to the



French at this place, with orders to attack the enemy;, if they presume to
sail.’® Unfortunately, Napoleon was already master of the situation.

Two days later, on 24 November, the Army of Italy struck.

The French overwhelmed the Austrians up in the mountains and drove
down to the coast to the small port of Loano. In this astonishing assault, to
be known as the Battle of Loano, the Austrians lost seven thousand soldiers
killed. The rest fled in what was riot. Thousands remote from the enemy
were said to have fled. The Ligurian Riviera was abandoned by the
Austrians and their allies. The French now held the coast up to Voltri, nine
miles from Genoa. All of it was accomplished by a ragtag army that looked
as though it might have been scattered by a gust of wind. But it carried a
spirit and drive that surprised all who encountered it.

Nelson had a lieutenant, two midshipmen and sixteen sailors captured on
shore at Vado. They gave him a disturbing picture of those who had caught
them: ‘...few of the French soldiers are more than twenty-three or twenty-
four years old; a great many do not exceed fourteen years, all without
clothes’. They were ill fed and unpaid.

As the Austrians were gone from the coast, General Devins with them,
Agamemnon’s own purpose there was over. Nelson took her to Leghorn,
there to reflect upon it all.

Recrimination poured from the Austrians on lack of support from the
British. Nelson understood them. ‘They say, and true, they were brought on
the coast at the express desire of the English, to co-operate with the fleet,
which fleet nor admiral they never saw.” But at least, as Francis Drake,
British minister at Genoa, consoled him, the Austrians laid no blame to him
personally: ‘their complaints turn upon the insufficiency of the force under
your command, and not upon the mode in which that force was
employed...”2

Nelson’s own reflections were forthright. ‘Our admirals will have, I
believe, much to answer for in not giving me that force which I repeatedly
called for, and for at last leaving me with Agamemnon alone. Admiral
Hotham kept my squadron too small for its duty; and the moment Sir Hyde
took the command of the fleet he reduced it to nothing—only one frigate and
a brig; whereas I demanded two seventy-four-gun ships and eight or ten
frigates and sloops to insure safety to the army.’1%

Nelson had long feared loss of Italy and all its allies, down to Naples. He
now was to say, with his usual perspicacity, ‘If the French mean to carry on



the war, they must penetrate into Italy. Holland, Flanders, with their own
country, they have entirely stripped: Italy is the gold mine, and if once
entered, is without the means of resistance.’ Or, as he had said on another
occasion, ‘If we are not completely victorious—I mean, able to remain at sea
whilst the enemy must retire into port—if we only make a Lord Howe’s
victory, take a part, and retire into port, Italy is lost.’

That possibility was now the looming crisis for Britain in the
Mediterranean.

Napoleon Buonaparte’s defeat of the mob uprising in Paris had re-
established him with the army. He was appointed second to Barras, who
commanded the Army of the Interior. When Barras resigned Napoleon
moved up to command.

Only twenty-seven, small, thin and sallow-cheeked, Napoleon was
entirely unprepossessing until he began to speak on what obsessed him; at
the end of 1795, that subject was still his plan for an Italian campaign. The
success against the Austrians on the Ligurian coast had reinforced his
passion for it.

In January 1796 Napoleon took his plan to the Directors. They forwarded
it to General Scherer, then in command of the Army of Italy. Scherer’s
response was dismissive. If that was what they wanted then the man who
had drafted the plan ought to come out and put it into effect. A month later
the Directors took Scherer at his word and in February they appointed
Napoleon to command of the Army of Italy.



XII

CHANGE

A different war had fallen upon all.

The war thrust its varying character upon the combatant world from the
very first days of 1796 through to the last ones of the year, by which time
the magnitude of an altogether changed struggle was to be fully perceptible.
It would now rapidly develop at heart into a war for the Mediterranean
between a new and transformed British navy on the one hand, and a new
and transformed French army on the other. Soon gone was the desultory and
characterless war of the past three years for the direction was in new hands
on both sides.

Napoleon’s design for the Army of Italy called for domination of the
Kingdom of Sardinia and the Austrian possessions south of the Alps, the
Hapsburg-controlled duchies of Milan and Tuscany. To consolidate any
such control he needed the great fortress of Mantua below Milan. From
there the French could descend to the Papal States and Naples. The British
requirement in face of such an assault against Italy was firm blockade of
Toulon, sweeping command of the Riviera coasts, retained possession of
Corsica and the continuing neutrality of the commercial ports of Genoa and
Leghorn, from which they drew their principal supplies.

Loano had demonstrated how fully the Ligurian coast was already the
seat of this struggle. But Napoleon’s strategic vision was fixed above the
coast, specifically at the juncture of the Maritime Alps and the Apennines
above the coastal town of Savona. From the passes above Savona roads ran
directly to Turin and Milan.

From that location would follow the final humiliation of Britain’s
remaining Continental allies, Sardinia and Austria, driving the conflict
rapidly into a contest between Britain and France. There, upon that
coastline, Britain’s isolation began and the Great War became an epic
struggle between the opposing concepts of hegemony that the two powers



had come to symbolize. And there, too, in that western basin of the
Mediterranean, the two individuals for whom this war became a decisive
personal duel would be fully liberated upon their heroically distinctive
courses.

Horatio Nelson was thirty-eight, Napoleon Buonaparte ten years younger.
Physically, they might almost have been brothers. The same thin, emaciated
physique, the same spectral pallor, and the same impression of a frailty
unlikely to be able to sustain the huge repetitive weight of fatal decision-
making that was already descended upon them. But with Nelson, too, as
Madame Junot, wife of General Junot, said of Napoleon, there were the
‘eyes sparkling with keenness and will power’, before which questioners
retreated. Never perhaps in all history have two combatants been so
uniquely alike, at least in the deceptive masking, to the uninitiated, of the
innate driving forces that would ultimately so drastically affect the run of
the world. As they approached their respective destinies in the first months
of 1796, Nelson and Napoleon both still bore that inner fire closer to
themselves than wider visibility yet allowed. But that was about to change,
with Napoleon especially, after receiving command of the Army of Italy in
February, when he promptly set about planning the invasion of northern
Italy.

With Nelson the determining factor was quite as opportune as that which
fell to Napoleon. After Hotham’s departure and the interim command of Sir
Hyde Parker, the Mediterranean command went to Sir John Jervis, a man of
a different naval character entirely from the other two: a character as stern
as any but ameliorated by fairness, balance and, above all, deductive
common sense. Jervis had arrived in Fiorenzo Bay aboard Victory on 30
November 1795.

With Jervis came a new navy. If not quite new in wood and canvas, new
certainly in force of insight, discipline, overhaul of deficiencies and, not
least, recognition of the dangers that had mounted in the Mediterranean, as
well as the default that had allowed so much to pass unchallenged.

Admiral Hotham’s much lamented failure to pursue the evasive French
fleet under Admiral Martin in the Battle of Hyeres the year before had left
the Toulon fleet as a powerful instrument in aiding the defeat of the
Austrians at Loano and advancing the French along the Ligurian coast. In
his Naval Strategy Mahan declared that Hotham’s refusal to chase and
destroy the Toulon fleet had thus ‘made possible Napoleon’s Italian



campaign of 1796, from which flowed his whole career and its effects upon
history’.

Nelson could never have disagreed with that. He had been furiously alive
to the consequences of Hotham’s ineptitude, followed by that of Hyde
Parker. It thereafter gnawed at him. “You will now bear me out in my
assertion,” he was to write to Lord Keith at the Admiralty in 1800, ‘when I
say that the British fleet could have prevented the invasion of Italy; and if
our friend Hotham had kept his fleet on that coast, I assert, and you will
agree with me, no army from France could have been furnished with stores
or provisions; even men could not have marched.’! Nelson’s loyal
supporter, the viceroy of Corsica, Sir Gilbert Elliot, concurred: ‘I have
always thought that it is a great and important object in the contest between
the French republic and the rest of Europe, that Italy, in whole or in part,
should neither be annexed to France as dominion, nor affiliated in the shape
of dependent republics; and I have considered a superior British fleet in the
Mediterranean as an essential means for securing Italy and Europe from
such a misfortune.’

Jervis had unfortunately arrived too late to affect the momentum of what
was about to follow on from the Austrian catastrophe of Loano. But he had
Nelson, and for Nelson in turn here was a commander who had the insight
to comprehend to the full any situation laid before him. Their rapport was
immediate when they first met at Fiorenzo on 19 January 1796. He was
received, Nelson told his wife, ‘not only with the greatest attention, but with
much apparent friendship’. And, later, that Jervis ‘seems at present to
consider me more as an associate than a subordinate officer; for I am acting
without any orders. This may have difficulties at a future day; but I make
none, knowing the uprightness of my intentions.’

With Jervis this trust and familiarity so quickly extended to Nelson was
greater tribute than anything received from Hood, for Jervis was a man with
whom every disciplinary caution was necessary. Such licence to a junior
officer did not come easily.

Jervis was rigidly severe, intolerant of any, even the slightest, breach of
discipline. This embraced his officers as much as it did the men. His view
was that the discipline of the fleet depended upon that of the wardroom. ‘It
is not the insubordination on the part of the men that I apprehend,’ he told
Nelson, ‘but the imprudent talk of the officers, and their presumptuous
disposition to discuss the orders they receive. That is the real danger, and



the true cause of insubordination.” Or, on another occasion, ‘When the
forms of discipline are observed, the substance will soon follow.’

“The business of a captain should be no sinecure,’ he said. ‘With me the
commander of a ship is responsible for everything that goes on board, and
he must answer for the conduct of his officers and his crew.” True to that, he
put under arrest the captain and all the wardroom officers of a ship against
which he had cause of complaint. On another occasion, he charged the pay
of a negligent officer of the watch for the repairs and damages to the
flagship after another ship had run foul of her.

Smartness had to be observable in everything. Young lieutenants of the
fleet were warned that their hats had to be taken off to their superior officers
and not merely touched ‘with an appearance of indifference’. No officer
was allowed to board Victory in other than the prescribed uniform.

In broader respects, Jervis had done as much as anyone in that time to
change the Royal Navy. His severity was leavened by active concern for the
wellbeing of his men. Accompanying discipline was his demand for
cleanliness to ensure good health. Jervis revolutionized medical care aboard
his ships. He brought the sick up from the low orlop deck and created a
sickbay in the forecastle, ventilated by two large ports. Hammocks and
bedding had to be scrubbed once a week, when sailors were also allowed to
mend their clothing. To reduce damp within the ship he stopped the
washing of the lower decks. All these changes had to be entered by his
captains in the logs of their ships. He was deeply sceptical of the medical
qualifications of his surgeons and demanded that ‘the surgeons of this
squadron should never walk the decks or go on shore, whether for duty or
pleasure, without having their case of instruments in their pockets’. He
insisted that the sickbay be provided with flannel shirts for those who had a
cough or common cold, and that the sailors should be obliged to put them
on. He also insisted on doses of lemon juice as a defence against scurvy.

Another aspect of his discipline was his demand from his captains for
complete order in station at sea, as well as frequent military drill on board.
‘It is of first importance,’ he declared to his captains, ‘that our crews should
be perfect in the use of their guns; I therefore wish that every day, whether
in harbour or at sea, a general or partial exercise should take place on board
every ship in the squadron.’

An interesting aspect of all this was the fact that, as a member of
parliament, Jervis had voted Whig and, with Fox, had regarded this war as



useless, impolitic and lamentable. But when war came he resigned his seat
and, with the full force of his proven naval character, applied himself to this
rigorous determination on success for his own contribution to the struggle.
All of it was of a piece with the manner in which he had raised himself
without patronage into the highest levels of naval command. His father was
counsel and solicitor to the Admiralty in the early eighteenth century, then
treasurer of Greenwich Hospital. Jervis was himself intended for law. He
ran away from his Greenwich grammar school at twelve. A year later he
entered the navy. He retained a strong consciousness of a naval ascent
without privilege. At the time of the Nootka crisis, when he took command
of the 98-gun Prince, his quarterdeck was packed with young gentlemen
from great and wealthy families, but he gave lieutenant’s commission to the
son of an old naval officer without family or fortune. His grateful
recognition of special merit in Nelson was likely accompanied by his
awareness that there was much in Nelson’s social background that was
similar to his own.

Certainly if Jervis himself was not yet fully appraised of the full gravity
of their situation Nelson now left him in no doubt of it.

Nelson believed more strongly than ever that a full invasion of Italy by
the French was imminent. ‘If they mean to carry on the war, they must
penetrate into Italy,” he said, in further conviction that for the French Italy
represented the next round of spoil. He believed that French possession of
Vado Bay as a result of Loano meant that the troops for the invasion of Italy
would sail from there to Tuscany, a quick transfer presumably protected by
the Toulon fleet.

Jervis was impressed, and appreciative. This was in satisfying contrast to
the frustration Nelson had endured under Hotham. Jervis, Nelson wrote,
‘was so satisfied with my opinion of what is likely to happen, and the
means of prevention to be taken, that he had no reserve with me respecting
his information and ideas of what is likely to be done’.

This instant observable bond between them naturally raised resentment
among those who got less attention. One of the other captains promptly told
Nelson, “You did just as you pleased in Lord Hood’s time, the same in
Admiral Hotham’s and now again with Sir John Jervis; it makes no
difference to you who is commander-in-chief.” Nelson told his wife that ‘he
returned a pretty strong answer to this speech’. The attack reflected envy
and resentment that would accompany Nelson further along the way. It also



reflected the lingering incapacity of some in that squadron who, after
Loano, yet failed to recognize the particular service that he had already
rendered, and continued to do in confronting the huge crisis rapidly
mounting for them in that sea. For Nelson, and no one else so far, had been
the principal agent in every naval exploit of importance in the
Mediterranean.

Under Jervis, Nelson began the rapid progress towards the achievements
that would fully establish him in the public mind. No time was wasted. He
sailed off instantly, just forty-eight hours after his arrival at Fiorenzo and
his first encounter with Jervis.

Jervis had a fleet of twenty-five ships of the line, twenty-four frigates, ten
corvettes and a range of flotilla vessels. He immediately offered Nelson the
St George of 98 guns or the Zealous, a 74, but Nelson retained his
attachment to Agamemnon. Jervis allowed him the pendant of a commodore
which, though not officially a rank, allowed a captain to command as an
admiral. With that floating above him, Nelson aboard Agamemnon,
accompanied by three frigates and two corvettes, sailed back to the Riviera
coast.

Jervis himself also moved off at once to blockade Toulon. What he
encountered there corroborated the large-scale intent that Nelson had
conveyed to him. A large French force of thirteen ships of the line as well
as frigates lay in the outer roads, bustling with activity and apparently ready
for sea. Five new line ships had been built at Toulon since Hood’s
departure. These were now fitting out.

Jervis promptly imposed the most rigid and efficiently organized
blockade yet laid upon a French port, one that was to become the model for
future blockade of Brest and other French ports. He divided his fleet into an
offshore and an inshore. The offshore fleet sailed in two disciplined lines,
with Jervis aboard Victory as lead ship of the one line. An inshore squadron
of four line ships was commanded by Captain Thomas Troubridge. This
steady vigil would be kept up month after month, supplied from the
mainland, without need to enter port.

When a transport with supplies arrived it was put under tow of the first
ship to be served. Once the tow was secured, the boats of the ship being
supplied were launched and began ferrying the supplies from the transport,
which afterwards slipped back to the next recipient. If any ship required
repairs signal was made for the skilled workmen of all the ships to be put



aboard, under the supervision of the flagship’s carpenter. A two-deck 44-
gun ship accompanied the fleet solely as hospital ship. Anyone taking ill
was immediately transferred to the hospital ship in a cot and returned only
when cured. In this manner infection was prevented from spreading.

As fresh fruit, vegetables and meat were constantly delivered from shore
the health of the sailors remained excellent. Jervis established a system of
three watches for the sailors, one of which was for mending clothes or
simply amusing themselves. It brought greater ease to the monotony of
blockade. A steady harmony prevailed throughout that spring and summer
of 1796. There were no courts martial.

All of it demonstrated the commanding style of Jervis who, though
renowned for the severity of his discipline, nevertheless held the loyalty and
respect of his sailors. They knew they would have the best he could
manage, and that he expected the same of them.

Beyond the Mediterranean, the naval war had fallen slack again. Apart from
actions between cruising frigates, a somnolent quiet lay upon naval activity.
June the First had become a receding memory of great battle action, though

the promise of another major confrontation appeared to be in preparation at

Brest.

The main activity was with the frigates that freely roamed the Narrow
Seas as they sought encounter with their French counterparts or hunted the
privateers that steadily preyed on commerce. One such was the adventurer
Sir Sidney Smith, captain now of the 38-gun frigate Diamond. By April
1796, Sidney Smith had already gained a reputation for daring inshore
incursions along the French coast. On 17 April he went foraging into Le
Havre. After anchoring in the outer road he saw lying in the inner road a
notorious privateer whom he particularly wished to catch. The vessel in
question was a fast-sailing lugger, Vengeur, whose commander was well
known for his daring and seamanship.

After a short struggle Vengeur was boarded and seized without casualty,
but her crew had cut the anchor cable and Sidney Smith found the ship
being carried into Le Havre inner harbour on a fast inflowing tide. An
armed lugger and small craft filled with troops surrounded Vengeur and,
after a fierce fight with muskets, Sidney Smith was compelled to surrender.
Four of his group had been killed.



The surviving British officers and men were marched from Le Havre to
Rouen. But Sidney Smith and one of his midshipmen, John Wesley Wright,
were separated from the others and taken under escort to Paris, where they
were imprisoned in adjoining cells in the Temple, the prison where Louis
XVTI and his family had been incarcerated three years before. This
imprisonment separate from the rest in such a special gaol was highly
unusual. It spoke of the international reputation Sidney Smith already

possessed.?

In the Mediterranean the lack of naval action simply increased the tensions
over a wholly new course of the war building within Italy.

Nelson’s own immediate task was to ascertain French strategy along the
Riviera and to inflict whatever damage he could upon their progress or
preparations. As he investigated that whole line of coast Nelson became
steadily more despairing. His immediate proposal to the Austrians was that
they should reoccupy Vado. Without a point of occupation on the coast it
would be impossible to frustrate the French plans. On 15 March, in neutral
Genoa, he found that Napoleon’s close confidant, the army commissioner
Salicetti, was also in the city, together with other French army
commissioners. For Nelson this was confirmation of all his worst fears.
They were there, he believed, ‘for the express purpose of expediting the
operations of the French Army towards the invasion of Italy’. Salicetti was
in fact in Genoa to raise a loan for supplies the Army of Italy needed.2

To the British minister at Genoa, Francis Drake, Nelson again strongly
urged the recapture of Vado, otherwise the French would freely pass along
the Ligurian coast. They would be able to send light guns on mountain
carriages as well as men along the coast road and the Toulon flotilla of
small craft would ferry ammunition and stores from Nice to Savona. ‘1
moreover beg it may be understood, that if the French flotilla proceeds
along the coast, our ships-of-war cannot molest them; not being able to
approach the coast, from the shallowness of the water,” Nelson advised
Drake.

The new commander of the Austro-Sardinian forces, seventy-one-year-
old General Beaulieu, was reluctant, however, to advance to the coast from
his position in the mountains above Savona. On 6 April Nelson sought
persuasion through Drake at Genoa: ‘...assure General Beaulieu, that on



whatever part of the coast he comes, I shall never quit him. If he is able, and
willing, and expeditious, I am sure we shall do much...’*

On that same day Beaulieu had other, unexpected, means of persuasion.
The French vanguard on the coast under General Scherer had unexpectedly
moved to Voltri, practically the gates of Genoa. Beaulieu hastily took a
strong column down to capture Voltri, believing that the French thrust into
Italy was now moving along the coast which, as he saw it, would therefore
become the main theatre of operations.

Napoleon was in the process of moving his headquarters to Savona,
where he arrived on 9 April. He had left Paris on 21 March, after being
invested with the command of the Army of Italy over its then incumbent
head, General Scherer. He was at Nice on 27 March. What he surveyed as
he encountered his army was hardly encouraging.

His soldiers were young and desperate. Unpaid, hungry, shabbily and
inadequately clothed, and badly equipped. For all their misery they
nevertheless demonstrated the fierce motivating spirit that Nelson’s officers
had observed when they were captive of the young French soldiers at Vado.
Those at Nice got a further infusion of that spirit from Napoleon. Sharing
with them at least the kinship of youth, he cried out to them the exhortation
that became legendary. ‘Soldiers, you are half starved and half naked. The
government owes you much, but can do nothing for you. Your patience and
courage are honourable to you. But they procure you neither advantage nor
glory. I am about to lead you into the most fertile valleys of the world: there
you will find flourishing cities and teeming provinces: there you will reap
honour, glory and riches. Soldiers of the Army of Italy, will you lack
courage?’

That plea was supported by immediate efforts to feed and dress and pay
them, partly from the funds that Salicetti had secured at Genoa and from
loans from bankers at Nice.

The Army of Italy was a force of just under fifty thousand against fifty-
two thousand of the Austro-Sardinians. The forward positions of the French
were mainly near the coast from Savona to Loana. The Austro-Sardinians
were in the heights above them, north of Savona, at the pass that separated
the Apennines from the Maritime Alps. They were effectively in control of
the position between two vital roads that went inland, one north-east
towards Milan, the other north-west towards Turin, the Sardinian capital.
But their situation was weakened by mountainous heights between the two



roads. It was at that point of vulnerability between the Austrian and
Sardinian forces that Napoleon planned to strike, to sever the allies, and to
pass on beyond to Turin. Before his own intended move, however, the
Army of Italy’s van under Scherer moved towards Voltri and it was this
move that brought General Beaulieu down to the coast, where Nelson had
all along pleaded for him to be.

Napoleon, who established his headquarters at Savona on 9 April, had
not sanctioned Scherer’s advance to Voltri. It angered him because it had
eliminated the element of surprise that he was counting on for springing
upon the Austrians in the mountains above the coast. In the event it worked
to his advantage for Beaulieu, in his belief that the centre of operations was
to lie on the coast, had weakened his own situation in the mountains by
rushing a large force down to the coast.

Just as he had promised, Nelson was present in full support on the night
that he had been advised the Austrians would attack. Agamemnon,
accompanied by another line ship and two frigates, lay abreast of the
Austrian positions at eleven o’clock on the night of 10 April, in station for
when the Austrians attacked. But Nelson found himself watching a bungled
operation. Beaulieu had started the assault twelve hours before the time he
had specified. When the Austrians attacked Voltri with ten thousand men
some three hundred French were killed or wounded but four thousand
retreated into the mountains. ‘I beg you will endeavour to impress on those
about the general the necessity of punctuality in a joint operation, for its
success to be complete,” Nelson wrote to Francis Drake in Genoa. But that
warning was already too late, as he explained in a letter to the Duke of
Clarence eight days later: ‘Our ships so entirely commanded the road, that
had the general’s concerted time and plan been attended to, I again assert,
none of the enemy could have escaped.” This may have been wishful
thinking, for Beaulieu’s operation was fatal anyway for weakening the
centre between the Austrian and Sardinian forces in the mountains and it
was there, as he had intended from the first, that Buonaparte struck on 12
April. Beaulieu was compelled to rush up from the coast as hastily as he
had descended to it.2

When Nelson wrote his letter to the Duke of Clarence on the 18th the
Austrians and the Sardinians had already been separated. The Austrians had
lost some ten thousand men killed or wounded or taken prisoner, the
mountain posts of Montenotte and Dego had fallen, Beaulieu was already



out of the mountains on the plain of Piedmont and the Sardinians were
confronting the French at the pass of Ceva, from where the road to Turin
was open.

In one week of brilliant deployment of his forces against the confused
and extended line of the Austro-Sardinians Napoleon had completely
outmatched them. Ceva fell and on 23 April the Sardinians asked for
armistice. It was signed at Cherasco on 28 April. A fortnight later France
and the king of Sardinia signed their peace agreement. The territories of
Savoy and Nice were surrendered to France as well as the three principal
fortresses of the Piedmont plain.

Napoleon now saw emergence of his original 1794 plan of campaign for
the Army of Italy, with its ultimate thrust to the Rhine. After the signing at
Cherasco he wrote to the Directory, ‘Tomorrow I shall march against
Beaulieu, force him to cross the Po, cross myself immediately after and
seize the whole of Lombardy: within a month I hope to be on the mountains
of the Tyrol, in touch with the Army of the Rhine, and to carry the war in
concert into Bavaria...’

The course to that connection proved to be slower than Napoleon
anticipated but the sweep of his advance into Italy nevertheless continued
triumphantly. On 10 May he threw his full force against the town of Lodi on
the River Adda, south of Milan. Access to Lodi was across a long, narrow
bridge, an obstacle that ensured close, fierce combat of the most bloody and
heroic kind. Here Napoleon was in the heat of the fighting, placing guns. It
was at Lodi that he rose to be a national hero, and it was there that his men
first saluted him as le petit caporal. The storming of the bridge at Lodi
became enshrined as the first of Napoleon’s golden moments. He himself
saw it in fuller terms. At St Helena he told his aide, General Montholon,
that ‘it was only on the evening after Lodi that I realized I was a superior
being and conceived the ambition of performing great things, which
hitherto had filled my thoughts only as a fantastic dream’. On 14 May
Napoleon entered Milan.

Down on the Mediterranean Nelson had news of Lodi just six days after
it fell. By now he had a sound appreciation of the force of the French drive.
“The story is very ill told, and I should doubt much had I not unfortunately
been in the habit of believing accounts of French victories,” he wrote to Sir
Gilbert Elliot from Leghorn. ‘I very much believe that England, who
commenced the war with all Europe for her allies, will finish it by having



nearly all Europe for her enemies. Should all the powers in this country
make peace...Corsica will be the only tie to keep our great fleet in the
Mediterranean.’ His pessimism and despair rise from the very words as he
concludes, ‘I beg pardon for the readiness of my pen, it has, I fear, gone

further to your Excellency on this subject than it ought.’®

He knew, as they all did, that a defining moment had arrived, or was
close.

Once more, as at Toulon, one is drawn to the fact that on that coast
Nelson and Napoleon Buonaparte had been close to one another. Again,
too, much the same scene—Nelson aboard Agamemnon, Napoleon on the
heights immediately above. The symbolism of the arriving duel is stronger.
The image is etched more sharply than before. For this time each is already
well removed from obscurity. If Lodi lit Napoleon’s aura, Nelson is fast
moving into illumination of his own. Jervis assured that. Unlike his service
with Hood, Nelson could now expect to receive whatever accolade would
be his due for any achievement, and for Jervis’s critical dependence upon
him.

For the moment, however, the flow of events on the Mediterranean was
temporarily stilled by uncertainty. Nelson concentrated his efforts upon
Riviera coastal traffic and the batteries that the French had laid all along the
coast. But he did so with a mounting sense of futility. Were they really of
any use there? he asked. ‘If not, we may serve our country much more by
being in other places.’

Napoleon’s brilliant tactic of striking inland meant that the French
coasting trade had less significance since it no longer represented the Army
of Italy’s main supply train. The Army of Italy now had Piedmont and
Lombardy to feed it. In a letter to Jervis on 18 May Nelson more fully
expressed his exasperation over the great change that was making their own
efforts appear so futile: ‘Money, provisions, and clothes the enemy have in
abundance; and they command arsenals to supply their wants in arms and
ammunition.” French surfeit was the cruel reality that all now had to come
to terms with.

In England the deteriorating state of France through 1795, the royalist
insurgence and general unrest together with food shortages and soaring
inflation, had induced Pitt to believe that a hard peace might be drawn from
France. Pitt had talked of ‘a gulf of bankruptcy’ so severe that he could
‘almost calculate’ when French resources would be consumed. Britain’s



own situation, though fundamentally different, for its own reasons often
appeared scarcely better. Public unrest, widespread distress and shortages in
Britain together with the growing unpopularity of the war created pressure
for peace, in spite of strong objections from George III. The colossal cost of
the war and the unprecedented size of the subsidies paid out to the
Continental allies alone formed a strong argument for peace. Pitt already
foresaw Britain’s isolation, with Spain, Sweden and Denmark as potential
enemies. All of that had given strength to Dundas’s continued insistence
that Britain could dictate peace only through success in the West Indies and
depriving the French of their resources there. It was the view that George 111
fully backed. But, given the economic state of France, Pitt had steadily
envisaged arrival at an early compromise of benefit to Britain and her allies.
The French had hardened steadily, however, and on 26 March 1796, the day
before Napoleon took direct command of the Army of Italy, the Marquis de
Barthélemy, the French envoy with whom Britain was dealing at Berne,
made impossible demands for peace. Pitt recognized ‘no option between
war and peace’. And then, just two months later, there for all to see was the
Army of Italy drawing the financial succour of France from Turin, Milan,
Parma and Modena and advising the Directory that ‘you can now count on
six to eight millions in gold or silver ingots or jewels, which are at your
disposal in Genoa’. Napoleon was already giving his troops, who
themselves had ransacked the country across which they stormed, half their
pay in silver. By July Italy would have provided France with sixty millions
of francs.

The collapse of the naval front on the Mediterranean became inevitable as
one base after another disappeared from British grasp, and as Spanish
belligerence rapidly increased to the point where war with the Iberian
Peninsula looked imminent.

Change arrived for Nelson himself. The beloved Agamemnon was in a
sorry state and in need of return to Britain for complete overhaul. On 11
June 1796 Nelson shifted his pennant to the 74-gun Captain. Most of his
officers accompanied him to his new command as Agamemnon sailed for
home. It was a momentous month in other respects. On 3 June Napoleon
had established his headquarters at Verona. This fortress on the River Adige
put him where he strategically wished to be, able eventually to reach



northwards into the Tyrol while able to deploy southwards, whence he
suddenly sent two diversionary forces to occupy Leghorn and to intimidate
the Papal States and Naples, both nominal allies of Britain. On 5 June the
Court of Naples signed an armistice and withdrew its troops and ships from
support of the British. The Pope signed an armistice on 24 June. Nelson was
at Genoa on 23 June when confused accounts of these events reached him.
With his usual perspicacity he sailed at once for Leghorn, arriving there 27
June to find the British merchants of the place, the traditional suppliers of
the British navy in the western Mediterranean, already on their way out of
the port aboard ships laden with their personal property. The French arrived
the following day, 28 June.

Nelson’s immediate conviction was that an invasion of Corsica was
planned. But Napoleon, after a brief visit to Leghorn, which was
immediately sacked of its treasure, returned to Verona. Buonaparte did not
need to mount an invasion of Corsica for he was fomenting uprisings on the
island with Corsican refugees shipped over from Genoa under a French
general. The British viceroy on Corsica, Sir Gilbert Elliot, shared Nelson’s
fears and directed him to occupy the island of Elba which, halfway between
Corsica and the mainland, provided the perfect stepping stone for hostile
forces. On 10 July Nelson reported that Elba’s fortress of Porto Ferrajo had
been occupied by a detachment of troops landed by his squadron. That
accomplished, Nelson maintained tight blockade of Leghorn, while Jervis
continued his of Toulon. Loss of fresh supplies from Leghorn meant that
Jervis now feared scurvy in his fleet, a fear heightened when in August,
under pressure from the French, Genoa was declared closed to the British
fleet.

Nelson advocated seizure of Leghorn. Both Viceroy Elliot and Jervis
approved of it. But the proposed assault on Leghorn fell away as word of
continuous French victories on the mainland descended to them. And, in the
middle of August, he was dismally prophetic to Jervis: ‘Austria, I suppose,
must make peace, and we shall, as usual, be left to fight it out: however, at
worst, we only give up Corsica, an acquisition which I believe we cannot
keep, and our fleet will draw down the Mediterranean.’Z

Through the blazing heat of the height of a Mediterranean summer the
British navy, with increasing discomfort and alternating surges of bravado,
confidence and resignation, awaited the critical outcome on the Continent
that would decide its immediate future. Mahan described the biding



situation with a splendour of rhetoric and succinct summation. In his Life of
Nelson he wrote:

The summer of 1796 was in truth the period of transition, when the
victories of Bonaparte, by bringing near a cessation of warfare upon land,
were sweeping from the scene the accessories that confused the view of the
future, removing conditions and details which perplexed men’s attention,
and bringing into clear relief the one field upon which the contest was
finally to be fought out, and the one foe, the British sea-power, upon whose
strength and constancy would hinge the issues of the struggle. The British
navy, in the slight person of its indomitable champion, was gradually rising
to the appreciation of its own might, and gathering together its energies to
endure single-handed the gigantic strife, with a spirit unequalled in its past
history, glorious as that had often been. From 1796 began the rapid ascent
to that short noontide of unparalleled brilliancy, in which Nelson’s fame
outshone all others, and which may be said to have begun with the Spanish
declaration of war, succeeded though that was by the retreat in apparent
discomfiture from the Mediterranean now at hand.

In that emergence of the Royal Navy that Mahan defined Jervis surely
stood for the constancy as Nelson did for the spirit. It was a partnership as
remarkable as any that the navy had known.

Constancy lay with the embedded resolution of Jervis’s character. The
spirit that drove Nelson was far from being anything so straightforwardly
readable, being of its own unique complexity. It could be dangerous. Jervis
recognized that. “The commodore is the best fellow in the world to conduct
the naval part; but his zeal does now and then (not often) outrun his
discretion,’ he told Gilbert Elliot. The reference was to Nelson’s desire to
seize Leghorn with troops and sailors. Before Leghorn, Nelson had sought
to promote a similar landing on the Tuscany coast. These and other
enthusiastic impulses for ventures of doubtful value or success could, had
they been given completely free rein and then brought on disaster, have
broken Nelson and this partnership as surely as the earlier faulted proposal
for an assault on Bastia could resoundingly have broken Nelson and Hood.
The visible tumult in Nelson mostly seems to have been less from despair



over deterioration of the big picture than simply from the lack of action.
Action was ever what he craved. There was in that his ache for glory, for
the eventual ‘Gazette’ that would extol the individual, himself. But the
seeming outrageous vanity of that was merely expression of the ardent
longing for the concrete, for the adamantly elusive, for what stubbornly
refused to manifest. And that had to be understandable for such a character
who in any contemplation of action saw himself at the heart of it. That was
to be his ongoing frustration throughout 1796, a year barren of any
significant naval action.

On 19 August 1796 Spain entered into offensive alliance with France. This
remained short of actual war, but that could now hardly be long delayed.
Nine days later, on 28 August, Secretary of War Dundas advised the
Admiralty to evacuate Corsica. This despatch reached Jervis on 25
September. He himself was told to retire to Gibraltar, but to remain in the
Mediterranean as long as possible. On 5 October Spain finally declared war.

Neither Jervis nor Nelson was surprised: they had been expecting it for
too long. What they feared was that they would again have a situation like
that of the American War of Independence with the Spanish and French
fleets in joint operation against them. The concern was numbers. They had
no fear of the Spanish navy on its own but the fifty line ships of the Spanish
fleet joined to the Toulon fleet represented a formidable challenge to
Jervis’s force of fewer than twenty line ships. This was something that
Nelson, typically, looked forward to rather than dreaded. To the Duke of
Clarence he wrote: ‘I will venture my life Sir John Jervis defeats them; I do
not mean by a regular battle, but by the skill of our Admiral, and the
activity and spirit of our officers and seamen. This country is the most
favourable possible for skill with an inferior fleet; for the winds are so
variable, that some one time in twenty-four hours you must be able to attack
a part of a large fleet, and the other will be becalmed, or have a contrary
wind, therefore I hope Government will not be alarmed for our safety...
there is nothing we are not able to accomplish under Sir John Jervis.’

Jervis at once sought to augment his fleet by lifting the blockade of Cadiz
that had been imposed by Hotham just a year ago under Rear Admiral
Robert Man, who had pursued a squadron that escaped from Toulon under
Admiral Richery. The blockade was imposed in October 1795, when



Richery took refuge in Cadiz. Since then Man had maintained the blockade
with six line ships and a frigate. He was now ordered to bring these into the
Mediterranean to reinforce Jervis.

Admiral Man immediately provided another example of the sort of
individuals common enough to the navy of the time, those who lacked the
comprehension of crisis, the wit and initiative to deal with it, of whom
Hotham had so far been an outstanding example.

When Man arrived at his rendezvous with Jervis he had come so
precipitately that he had failed to provision his ships at Gibraltar. With all
the usual supply points now closed to the British fleet, Jervis sent Man back
immediately to get supplies and, with those on board, to return at once. But
Man never came back. On his way to Gibraltar he met a Spanish fleet of
nineteen line ships under Admiral Langara. Man and his seven ships
escaped from Langara and went on to Gibraltar where he called a
conference of his captains and, with their agreement, sailed into the Atlantic
instead of the Mediterranean, cruised about for a while, and then sailed for
Spithead, while Jervis waited anxiously and in bewilderment for him to
return as instructed to reinforce and supply the fleet.8

After receiving his instruction to abandon Corsica, Jervis decided to
make Elba’s Porto Ferrajo the navy’s temporary base. To Nelson now fell
the galling task of dismantling Bastia to which he had given so much of his
energies. It took him from 30 September to 19 October before he was ready
to leave.

Corsica, in any event, had become untenable, without a large military
force. The insurrection there had gathered momentum, with steady
infiltration from the mainland. The tricoloured republican cockade was
being openly worn by French partisans. Hostility against the British was so
powerful that all naval stores had been brought from shore and embarked in
ships. It had become impossible for the British to go into the interior from
Bastia or San Fiorenzo. When Nelson wanted to consult with Jervis at
Fiorenzo he was warned that he could not do it with safety by going
overland. As viceroy, Sir Gilbert Elliot had lost all authority.

Nelson was the last one off, at dawn on 20 October. The French by then
had already entered Bastia’s citadel. Nelson’s ships then joined the rest of
the fleet at Fiorenzo, to which, after seven months off Toulon, Jervis had
finally withdrawn to assist with the evacuation of Corsica. Watch frigates



remained posted at Toulon but with the main blockade removed the doors
were open to the French to join forces with the Spanish.

By this time the Spanish fleet under Langara had appeared offshore, daily
sighted by Jervis’s lookout frigates. This was when Admiral Man’s absence
began to look critical. With the Toulon fleet likely to join the Spanish Jervis
decided that the odds were building against him and so waited impatiently
for sight of Man, Fiorenzo Bay being the appointed rendezvous.

On 20 November Nelson sent a note across to his old companion,
Captain Cuthbert Collingwood, who all along had been part of Jervis’s fleet,
commanding the 74-gun Excellent: “We have reports that Man is gone
through the Gut,’ he told Collingwood, ‘not to desert us, I hope, but I have
my suspicions.” “The Gut’ was the term used for the Straits of Gibraltar.

Collingwood later gave his own account of the tensions of waiting for
Man.

For a fortnight after the island was completely in possession of the French,
we waited in St Fiorenzo Bay, with the utmost impatience, for Admiral
Mann [sic], whose junction at one time seemed absolutely necessary to our
safety. We were all eyes in looking westward, from the mountain tops: but
we looked in vain. The Spanish fleet, nearly double our numbers, were
cruising almost in view, and our reconnoitring frigates sometimes got
almost among them, while we expected them hourly to be joined by the
French fleet, who had already possession of the harbour in which we lay.
But no Man appeared; and, as the enemy began to annoy us from the shore,
we sailed on the 2d of November.2

Daily rations were down to a third of the usual as they waited for Man.
There was nowhere to draw from in Fiorenzo. Nelson was ever-optimistic
of a decisive action as they sat it out. He wrote, “‘When Man arrives, we
shall be twenty-two sail of such ships as England hardly ever produced, and
commanded by an admiral who will not fail to look the enemy in the face,
be their force what it may...There is not a seaman in the fleet who does not
feel confident of success.’ Sir Gilbert Elliot, present with the fleet, echoed
that: “The admiral is as firm as a rock. He has at present fourteen sail-of-



the-line against thirty-six, or perhaps forty. If Man joins him, they will
certainly attack, and they are all confident of victory.’

Abandonment of the Mediterranean and those posts that he himself had
done so much to secure sat bitterly with Nelson. To his wife he wrote, “We
are all preparing to leave the Mediterranean, a measure which I cannot
approve. They at home do not know what this fleet is capable of
performing; anything, and everything. Much as I shall rejoice to see
England, I lament our present orders in sackcloth and ashes, so
dishonourable to the dignity of England.’

When they finally moved off from Fiorenzo the early winter voyage was
rough and extended, with a passage of twenty-eight days down to Gibraltar,
where they arrived on 1 December. Jervis had been instructed to base
himself at Lisbon. Valuable though it was, Gibraltar could not service a
fleet. The Rock was cut off from fresh supplies by Spain’s entry into the
war. Its own garrison was often on salt rations. There was no anchorage safe
from the weather, from the levanter especially. This was forcibly driven
home when, on 10 December, two of Jervis’s line ships were driven from
anchor to sea in an easterly gale. One was totally lost with most of her crew,
driven on to the Moroccan shore opposite. The other was so disabled that
she was sent back to Britain. A third ship had gone ashore at Gibraltar itself
and had to remain at the Rock.

As though that were not enough, there was on the very same day the
galling sight of five ships of the line of the Toulon fleet, under Admiral
Villeneuve, sailing through the Straits, flying out with the very gale that
was wrecking Jervis’s own ships.

Jervis sailed for his new base at Lisbon on 16 December, to await
reinforcement there. He lost a fourth ship 21 December on entering the
Tagus inbound for Lisbon, leaving him with a mere eleven ships of the line.
He had been instructed to evacuate Elba, a task that, inevitably, was
assigned to Nelson.

Nelson shifted his broad pennant to a frigate, Minerve, and accompanied
by another frigate, Blanche, left Gibraltar on 15 December for Porto Ferrajo
to bring away the garrison, stores, and also to pick up the Corsican viceroy,
Sir Gilbert Elliot. It was to be a swift, memorable excursion for Nelson
finally got another taste of the action he had been craving.

Off Cartagena on 19 December, at around eleven p.m., Nelson
encountered two Spanish frigates, Sabina and Ceres, and gave chase. In



Minerve he came up with Sabina and engaged her fiercely for close to three
hours. Minerve was fitted with four carronades, which made her the more
powerful and damaging of the two, the ‘fire of hell’ the Spanish called it.
But the Spanish captain several times refused Nelson’s demands to
surrender. He finally did, after all his officers had been killed. When the
captain came aboard to surrender his sword he identified himself as Don
Jacobo Stuart, a lineal descendant of James II and Arabella Churchill.
Nelson, impressed by the lineage and the resistance, returned the sword: ‘I
felt this consonant to the dignity of my Country, and I always act as I feel
right, without regard to custom.’

That action was scarcely over before Nelson was engaged by another
Spanish ship. He beat her off but Minerve was so badly damaged that
Nelson was unable to chase her. Then, while repairing damage, two Spanish
line ships accompanied by two frigates appeared bearing down upon them,
drawn by the gunfire heard from a distance. Nelson and his captain, George
Cockburn, quickly got away from their likely destruction. Sabina, which
was in tow, was abandoned, with two of Nelson’s officers still aboard her.
Ceres, which had been captured by Blanche, was also abandoned.

The necessary retreat before the superior Spanish force that advanced on
Minerve and Blanche could not detract from the fierce satisfaction that this
duel allowed. They were at least going out of the Mediterranean with
something clear and distinct as final curtain.

Minerve and Blanche reached Porto Ferrajo on 26 December. Christmas
entertainment was still underway. ‘It was ball night, and being attended by
the captains, I was received in due form by the General, and one particular
tune was played: the second was “Rule Britannia”.” An impatient Nelson
was held at Elba for a month. General de Burgh, commander of the Elba
garrison, had received no instructions to evacuate. Until he got them, he
intended to remain. Nelson was blunt. He would withdraw all naval stores
and belongings and ‘should you decline quitting this post, I shall proceed
down the Mediterranean with such ships of war as are not absolutely
wanted for keeping open the communication of Elba with the Continent’.
But he still had to wait for the arrival of Sir Gilbert Elliot, who was visiting
Naples. Nelson finally sailed on 29 January 1797, leaving behind on that
small, barren island Britain’s only foothold garrison inside the
Mediterranean, stubbornly and unimaginatively awaiting its last orders, or
possible capture by the French.



In this manner, near enough to the date, closed three years of inconclusive
war in the Mediterranean, with Britain evicted from any decisive control
within that sea, and with no immediately visible prospect of return.

The British navy had arrived in the western Mediterranean without clear
mandate except to protect trade and blockade the French navy. They had
obtained possession of two of the principal controlling points, Toulon and
Corsica, and lost both. Much of the blame for that lay with Jervis’s
predecessors who, as naval commanders in chief, were too inept to
recognize the advantages they possessed and to seize advantage when it
offered. It lay as well with serious mismanagement of the war by Pitt and
Dundas, the latter especially, with his focus upon the West Indies, which
had denied Mediterranean reinforcement of ships and men.

The decision to abandon Corsica and fall back out of the Mediterranean
was nevertheless probably premature; the chagrin of both Jervis and Nelson
had expressed that. On the Continent at this time the French had
momentarily lost advantage. The Austrians under Archduke Charles had
regained the initiative at the Rhine and Napoleon found his own extended
campaign stalled by lack of reinforcement. The Austrians managed to
strengthen the defence of Mantua, the fall of which Napoleon depended
upon for his control of northern Italy. He had personally suffered a setback
close to his headquarters at Verona. ‘Perhaps we are on the eve of losing
Italy,” Napoleon wrote on 13 November 1796. ‘None of the expected help
has arrived.’

Through all of that one comes back yet again to Rear Admiral Man’s
failure to keep his appointed rendezvous at Fiorenzo. For someone as bound
to duty and obedience as Jervis, Man’s actions were beyond all reason.
Byng had been shot for less. Jervis was later to transmit his indignation to
Admiralty: “The conduct of Admiral Man is incomprehensible: he
acknowledges to have received my orders and the duplicates, and that he
opened the dispatches which directed my continuance in the Mediterranean.
I had taken the liberty of cautioning him against consulting with the
Captains under his orders, who all wanted to get to England; and yet, by a
passage in his public letter, it appears that he acted with their

concurrence.’10



Jervis subsequently believed, as did Nelson, that had Man joined with his
reinforcement at Fiorenzo the decisive battle for the Mediterranean could
have been fought and won in those last weeks of a year that was marked by
an absence of naval event of any consequence in that sea or anywhere else.
Instead, after three years, they were withdrawing in humiliation. Had Man
turned up, Jervis, backed by Nelson, would undoubtedly have gone after the
Combined Fleet, with a different turn of history in both the Mediterranean
and the Atlantic. As Napoleon himself wrote, ‘The expulsion of the English
has a great effect upon the success of our military operations in Italy. We
must exact more severe conditions of Naples. It has the greatest moral
influence upon the minds of Italians, assures our communications and will
make Naples tremble even in Sicily.’

For some reason Man evaded a court martial, even though he had left
Jervis and his fleet in a dangerous situation. He was told to strike his flag
and to come ashore. He was never employed again.

As viceroy of Corsica Sir Gilbert Elliot had repeatedly urged that Corsica
become a base for offensive military operations. But the Mediterranean,
unfortunately, had never seriously figured in any military plans. In
September 1793 Pitt spoke of a force of nearly ten thousand troops for
Toulon. That was never fulfilled. When the British were close to
abandoning Toulon word was finally received of a risibly modest cavalry
detachment available as reinforcement. Dundas’s obsession with the West
Indies had made that the main focus for military attention. The West Indies
in consequence became the principal British military graveyard of the early
years of the war. And still, through 1796, Dundas pressed for more to go out
to the Indies, this at increasing cost to the navy, for the sweep of the press
for both services steadily yielded fewer men as well as fewer of real worth.

Britain did at least sail from the Mediterranean with certain assets
distinctly superior to those she had when she went in. These, of course,
were the rise of Nelson and the steady development of his skills and
outlook: that, and the new stature of command created by Jervis. During his
time in the Mediterranean Nelson may not have got all the accolade he
deserved, but with Hood, even with Hotham and then with Jervis he had
obtained responsibility, opportunity and experience that he would not have
got elsewhere during that period.

Leaving Porto Ferrajo, Nelson divided his force and the fleet of store-
ships they were to convoy into two divisions, to proceed on different



courses to avoid capture. He himself, with the viceroy and Elliot’s
entourage on board Minerve, was intent on a final scouting of the enemy’s
western Mediterranean naval bases. What they found was like a declaration
of a great struggle gone elsewhere. Fiorenzo was empty, Toulon practically
so. Cartagena was empty. It was Langara’s base. He had apparently taken
his fleet somewhere else. Together with Villeneuve’s gale-assisted flight
through the Straits, all of this appeared to be merely further indication that
naval battle had shifted to the Atlantic.

Minerve anchored in Rosia Bay, Gibraltar, on 9 February. The Spanish
fleet had passed through the Straits into the Atlantic four days before. Two
of the line ships and a frigate had detached to deliver supplies to the
Spanish base at Algeciras, opposite the Rock. They were still there when
Nelson arrived. On board one of them, Terrible, were two of Nelson’s
lieutenants, Hardy and Culverhouse, who had been taken prisoner when
Sabina had been recaptured. An exchange was negotiated. Nelson was
happy to delay for that, less so waiting for Elliot’s party to dine with the
Gibraltar governor. Nelson had himself refused the invitation. His
impatience rang from a note sent to Elliot’s private secretary: ‘I most
heartily wish you all good appetite, and only beg you will be on board as
early in the evening as possible—say eight o’clock—for I shall sail the first
moment after; but I fear a westerly wind.” A westerly prevented, or at least
severely hampered, passage to the Atlantic.

Minerve got away, but only the following morning, 11 February. The
Spanish ships at Algeciras were held ready and promptly moved as Minerve
left Rosia Bay.

Nelson had some advantage as he got away from the lee of the Rock
since the Spanish ships, once they had raised anchor, had some distance
from Algeciras island off the western shore of the bay to Cabrita Point from
where they rounded into the Straits. But once in the Straits Terrible
appeared to be gaining on Minerve. Nelson prepared the frigate for action.
Colonel John Drinkwater Bethune, a member of Sir Gilbert Elliot’s staff,
asked Nelson whether action was probable. Nelson declared it very
possible. Then, gesturing towards his broad pennant laying itself out in the
wind above them, he declared: ‘But before the Dons get hold of that bit of
bunting, I will have a struggle with them, and sooner than give up the
frigate, I’ll run her ashore.” After this, the whole party descended for dinner.



Bethune was congratulating Lieutenant Hardy on no longer being a
prisoner of war aboard Terrible when the cry ‘Man overboard’ rang down
from above. The officers ran up on deck while the passengers crowded the
stern windows to watch. Minerve’s jolly boat was lowered with Hardy and a
party of sailors.

The sailor who had gone overboard had disappeared and was never seen
again. He had been carried away by the fast eastwards-flowing current,
which then was also carrying the jolly boat towards Terrible, with
Lieutenant Hardy thus facing further imprisonment on board just a day after
his release from her. Nelson was not having it. ‘By God, I’ll not lose
Hardy,” he cried, ‘Back the mizzen topsail!’

That action checked Minerve’s advance, allowing the current to carry her
back towards the jolly boat and towards her pursuers. Close action appeared
imminent. But, astounded by such an inexplicable manoeuvre, Terrible
itself shortened sail, as if seeing it as challenge, and also prepared to drift
on the current to allow her Spanish companions to catch up. Minerve came
alongside the jolly boat and, as Hardy and the sailors clambered back on
board, Nelson ordered to make sail again.

The Straits were wider where they now found themselves, between Tarifa
and Cape Malabata. They had more advantage of the wind, and with that
swiftly put distance between themselves and Terrible, which by nightfall
had been lost sight of. But during the night Minerve suddenly found itself in
the middle of a fleet. The night was hazy and the ships unidentifiable But
Nelson believed it to be the Grand Fleet, outbound from Cartagena. Jervis
had been told to cruise in the vicinity of Cape St Vincent and it was twenty-
five miles off that promontory where he arrived at daybreak on 13 February.
He was joined by Nelson before midday that same day.

Jervis could confirm that it was the Grand Fleet making towards them.
His scouting frigate had already been shadowing them when Minerve had
found itself in their midst. Nelson now removed his pennant back to
Captain, and from there he and Jervis aboard their respective ships that
night listened to the signal guns of the Grand Fleet, like a drumming to the
action that both were so fervently longing for.



XIII

TRIUMPH

THis was the day, St Valentine’s Day 1797, that Jervis and Nelson had been
praying and waiting for since their partnership was sealed at their first
meeting at Fiorenzo the previous year.

‘A victory is very essential to England at this moment,’ Jervis was heard
to say as he surveyed the force advancing towards him. His chances of
having victory would, to most, have appeared gravely uncertain, given his
own strength and that of the oncoming armada. Nevertheless, with Jervis
those words were a firm declaration of intent and not mere wishful
utterance. It was also his personal demand for redress against the
humiliation of being forced out of the Mediterranean to fight where he now
was.

With the reinforcement brought by Admiral Parker, Jervis commanded a
fleet of fifteen line ships, two 100-guns, three 98s, one 90, eight 74s and
one 64. The modern armada descending upon him represented a naval force
as powerful as any that had ever existed, with close to double the gun power
of the British.

The Spanish Grand Fleet was commanded by Admiral Don Josef de
Cordova, who had taken over from Admiral Langara. He had sailed from
Cartagena with twenty-seven line ships and twelve 34-gun frigates. Pride of
place in the fleet belonged to the giant four-deck Santissima Trinidad of 130
guns, largest warship in the world. Accompanying her were six 112s, two
80s, and eighteen 74s. The fleet approaching the British off Cape St Vincent
lacked some of the ships that had been diverted into Algeciras. It
nevertheless still consisted of practically all of the main armament, its
strength here being twenty-five line ships and eleven frigates.

Admiral Cordova approached the British fleet with a mind eased by
assurance of his own superiority. An American ship that had passed through
the British fleet before Jervis received the reinforcement of Admiral



Parker’s five ships had reported that Jervis had no more than nine ships.
Even so, when sighted the enhanced British force of fifteen line ships was
still greatly inferior to the Grand Fleet’s twenty-five.

The east wind had dropped during the night but the usual humid haze of a
heavy levanter remained as dawn broke. Jervis’s scout frigate had informed
him just before daybreak that the Grand Fleet was some nine to twelve
miles off. First light revealed to the British a fleet straggling across the
horizon, its big ships magnified by the mist. Shortly before eleven the
officers on Victory’s quarterdeck began taking clearer stock. ‘By my soul,’
Victory’s signal lieutenant cried, ‘they are thumpers. They look like Beachy
Head in a fog.’

Standing beside Jervis was his captain of the fleet, Sir Robert Calder,
who was counting the approaching ships. ‘There are eight sail of the line,
Sir John.’

“Very well, sir.’

“There are twenty sail of the line, Sir John.’

“Very well, sir.’

‘“There are twenty-five sail of the line...twenty-seven, Sir John.’

‘Enough, sir. No more of that, sir,” Jervis peremptorily ordered him. ‘The
die is cast and if there are fifty sail I will go through them. England badly
needs a victory at present.’

“That’s right, Sir John, that’s right,” another captain, a Canadian, cried
out, and in his exuberance slapped Jervis on the back, a startling familiarity
but apparently passable in that prevailing mood. ‘And by God, we shall
give them a damned good licking.’

Having been carried so far out into the Atlantic by the levanter the Grand
Fleet was benefiting from the change of wind during the night. It was now
running nearly before the wind, sailing east-south-east towards Cadiz. But
they were approaching loosely in two groups, well spaced. The British were
almost at right angles to them. Jervis ordered his ships to form a single
column and signalled that he would cut through the disordered Spanish line.

Jervis’s immediate decision had to be whether to go for the larger force
of sixteen ships to his weather side, or against the leeward nine. The
Spanish apparently expected the latter. Instead Jervis went for the main
force. As Collingwood, commanding Excellent, described it, ‘We flew to
them as a hawk to his prey, passed through them in the disordered state in
which they were, separated them into two distinct parts, and then tacked



upon their largest division.” Cordova’s main force and the British were then
sailing nearly parallel, on opposite course. Heavy cannonade was
exchanged. When Jervis signalled to tack it was to bring his line on the
same course as the Spanish. That meant that as the line tacked and turned it
would come up behind the Spanish rear.

Culloden, Captain Thomas Troubridge, was the lead ship of Jervis’s van.
Troubridge had anticipated that very signal. He already had it at the
masthead and, as Victory’s instruction fluttered out, his acknowledgement
promptly unfurled as he began to tack. Jervis, watching from Victory at the
centre of the British line, cried out, ‘Look at Troubridge! He handles his
ship as if the eyes of all England were upon him, and would to God they
were!’

Ship after ship of the British line tacked to follow Culloden. The run of
British line through the gap between the two Spanish divisions meant that
the line ships proceeded one by one to the point where Culloden had put
about, and where each in succession tacked to join the pursuit of the main
Spanish fleet. This was around one p.m. on the 14th, with the weather fine,
the wind light. But such tacking of an entire line to come up with and
proceed along the Spanish line was slow. As the rest of the British line
followed in Culloden’s wake Cordova thought he saw opportunity to reunite
his entire force by passing behind the last ships in the British rear to join the
leeward division of nine. The last ships of the British rear at this time were
still standing in line, each awaiting its turn to tack. But the slowness of the
process meant that they themselves remained abeam of the Spanish van.

Nelson’s Captain was third from the end of the British line. He had just
come abreast of the rearmost of the Spanish line. On his own line he had
five of the British ships ahead of him that still had to tack before he himself
did. It was this methodical one after another that made the manoeuvre such
a slow process. But, alert as ever, being at the end of the British line, Nelson
saw that the van of the Spanish line was manoeuvring to cross behind
Captain and the other last ships of the British column. Cordova’s intention
to double back towards the other Spanish group of ships to unite with them
was immediately apparent to Nelson. The slowness of the British tacking
manoeuvre had presented Cordova with his opportunity. In their full force
of twenty-five ships the Spanish would represent a different field of action
for the fifteen British.



Instead of proceeding to tack in his allotted position as he was meant to
do, Nelson instantly on his own initiative broke from the line, wore his ship,
put Captain about on to the reverse course, to pass alone towards and then
among the leaders of the Spanish van to the flagship itself. His 74-gun
Captain promptly engaged Cordova’s 130-gun Santissima Trinidad, a
challenge of David to Goliath. Never in the Royal Navy had any captain
ever dared to take such single-minded action upon himself.

Such an astonishing and unprecedented individual action probably
caused more surprise among the Spanish than the British. It brought
confusion to the Spanish manoeuvre. They never recovered from it, for
Nelson’s action destroyed all semblance of formal battle. The Spanish ships
had maintained no proper order. They had even less after this startling break
in the British fleet’s own strictly marshalled order. Some of their ships
became clustered close together, hindering one another’s fire but presenting
better target to the British, some of whose ships quickly followed Nelson’s
example or went to his assistance. It became melee.

Apart from Santissima Trinidad Nelson had found himself engaged with
the 112-gun San Josef, the 112-gun San Salvador del Mundo and the 80-gun
San Nicolas. He needed help. He got it. Culloden, leader of the British line,
was soon right in there in support of Captain. The two ships took heavy
punishment. They were unsupported at first.

Aboard Victory Jervis’s captain of the fleet, Robert Calder, said, ‘Sir, the
Captain and Culloden are separated from the fleet, and unsupported: shall
we recall them?’

‘I will not have them recalled. I put my faith in those ships: it is a
disgrace that they are not supported and separated.’

Captain and Culloden were both crippled in what Nelson nevertheless
defiantly called ‘this apparently, but not really, unequal contest’. Blenheim
then came up and gave them respite, allowing Nelson to bring up more shot
from the hold, all having been exhausted by the rapid and continual fire.

Collingwood’s Excellent, a 74, had been stationed last in the British line.
He also made for Captain and the heart of the action. Collingwood had
already taken prizes but abandoned them to go to Nelson’s assistance. As
Nelson put it, Collingwood ‘most gallantly pushed up, with every sail set, to
save his old friend and messmate, who was to appearance in a critical state’.
Excellent had initially engaged the San Salvador del Mundo, won its
surrender, and then passed to the San Isidro, 74, ‘so close alongside, that a



man might jump from one ship to the other. Our fire carried all before it;
and in ten minutes she had hauled down her colours...Then making all sail,
passing between our line and the enemy, we came up with the San Nicholas,
of 80 guns, which happened at the time to be abreast of the San Joseph, of
112 guns; we did not touch sides, but you could not put a bodkin between
us, so our shot passed through both ships and, in attempting to extricate
themselves, they got on board each other.’

Captain by this time had paid severely for the unequal weight of metal
that she had brought against herself. She was completely disabled, having
lost her fore topmast, all sail and shroud and with her wheel shot away. She
was lying by 80-gun San Nicolas and had been taking shot from five
different hostile ships for an hour. Blenheim, in coming to support of
Captain, came under the same fire. She took 105 shot in her sides alone.
Blenheim’s masts and rigging were shattered. Her boatswain subsequently
declared that it was impossible to find a whole rope in the ship.

In spite of the disabled state of his own ship, Nelson saw more fight in
her, and for himself. The San Nicolas and San Josef had become locked
together close beside Captain, which was too disabled to detach herself
under sail but manoeuvrable for what Nelson now required. Nelson told his
captain, American-born Ralph Miller, to put the helm a-starboard to bring
Captain hard against San Nicolas, and simultaneously called for boarders.

Captain’s bow was hard against the starboard quarter of San Nicolas,
with her spritsail yard passing over the poop and hooking in the Spaniard’s
mizzen shrouds. Captain was carrying soldiers of the 69th Regiment.
These, together with sailors, prepared to leap aboard San Nicolas. As
Nelson’s captain, Miller, rushed forward to lead them Nelson restrained
him, ‘No, Miller, I must have that honour.’

With the upper quarter gallery and its large ornamental windows hanging
over them, a soldier broke a window and jumped in, followed by Nelson,
with the others crowding in behind, while more were leaping aboard above
them. The cabin doors were fastened and Spanish officers fired their pistols
through them but the soldiers broke the doors open. The soldiers fired as
they pushed towards the quarterdeck, killing the Spanish brigadier who
sought to bar their way.

Lieutenant Edward Berry, who had been travelling as passenger with
Nelson, had already taken the poop above the quarterdeck and was hauling
down the Spanish colours there. Nelson passed on to the forecastle, where a



group of Spanish officers who had been taken prisoner by his seamen
handed over their swords. Pistol and musket fire then opened from the
admiral’s stern gallery of the San Josef alongside.

Rear Admiral Don Francisco Xavier Winthuysen had decided to resist
seizure of San Josef. Nelson ordered more men to go over from Captain
and himself crossed to San Josef by the main chains. A stiff resistance
continued briefly. During it Winthuysen fell. A Spanish officer then told
Nelson from the quarterdeck rail that the ship had surrendered. On the
quarterdeck the captain, with bended knee, handed over his sword and said
that Admiral Winthuysen was dying of his wounds below. The other
officers then handed their swords one by one and, as they did so, Nelson
passed them to one of his sailors who ‘put them with greatest sangfroid
under his arm’.

This part of the action concluded around four p.m. Victory passed soon
after and saluted Captain with three cheers.

The San Josef and San Nicolas were the last Spanish ships to be taken
prize, after San Salvador del Mundo and San Isidro. This was practically
the end of what had been a five-hour battle of great intensity. But Cordova’s
flagship, Santissima Trinidad, after being engaged one after the other by all
the main participants—Jervis, Nelson, Troubridge, Collingwood and
Frederick—was now engaged again, this time with Sir James Saumarez,
Orion, and Blenheim. Their action with her began at ten past four. In this
bout Santissima Trinidad, already shattered, lost her fore-and mizzen masts
and was totally disabled. She struck shortly before five, or at least was
assumed to have done so for her ensign came down, was seen trailing in the
water from the taffrail, and no attempt was made to rehoist it. But Saumarez
and Frederick were unable to take possession of her because the nine ships
that had formed the isolated part of the Spanish fleet, and which had taken
little part in the general action, appeared intent on rescuing Cordova and his
flagship. As several of their large ships bore down towards the action Orion
and Blenheim opened fire and the Spanish hauled off, successful, however,
in having collected Santissima Trinidad. She would live to fight another
day, on an even greater occasion.

Jervis then decided to call off the action. Captain, which had borne the
brunt of the battle, was a wreck in hull and masts. Her losses were the
greatest of any ship. The British fleet had lost seventy-three killed, twenty-
four of whom were aboard Captain. One-quarter of the 227 wounded were



also hers. Nelson himself had been wounded, struck at the groin by a
fragment of something that, without creating an open wound, caused severe
contusion.

Jervis himself had a narrow escape that day. A marine who stood beside
him on the poop had had his head blown off. His blood and brains and
fragments of bone splattered across Jervis, who was first thought to be
badly wounded. He was untouched and, calm, asked a midshipman to fetch
an orange to freshen his dry mouth.

As Captain was now quite out of any further action, a boat was sent from
Minerve to pick up Nelson and he was taken to Irresistible, a 74, for
refreshment and rest, and where his pennant was raised. He did not stay
long before heading for Victory. He had not changed. He had not even
washed. His shirt and coat were badly torn. He had lost his hat and his face
was still streaked with gunpowder. His urgency was to present himself to
Jervis.

Nelson still had no idea what reaction he would get from Jervis for his
unorthodox break from line and single-handed engagement of the main
force of the Spanish battle fleet. He knew perfectly well that the day owed
to him, and he could not have been too concerned after receiving three
cheers from Victory. But Jervis, a man of absolute discipline, could never be
predictable on such a matter. He had had his own distinct plan of action,
which Nelson had violated by breaking from line to make his own
engagement. Although line was no longer as sacrosanct as it had been, it
nevertheless imposed a necessary order and control, as Jervis himself had
strictly required for this very action. Such individual deviance from an
order of battle signalled by a commander as rigorous as Jervis was
something that would still commonly have been regarded as beyond
contemplation. But, as Nelson recounted, ‘At dusk, I went on board Victory,
when the Admiral received me on the quarterdeck, and having embraced
me, said he could not sufficiently thank me, and used every kind expression
which could not fail to make me happy.’

Jervis refused to accept the sword of the Spanish admiral who fell aboard
San Josef. ‘Keep it,” he said, ‘it belongs, by just right, to him who received
it from his prisoner.’

At six, as night descended, the British and Spanish fleets lay to on
different tacks, with the British ships busy all night in repairing damage, to
be ready to renew the action at daylight if required. Dawn on the 15th saw



the Spanish fleet to windward in line of battle, with a Spanish frigate
towing Santissima Trinidad. British sailors continued repairing and splicing
their rigging. But Jervis had decided against renewing the battle.

After Jervis’s praise Nelson got the same from all around. His singular
achievement was indisputable with them all. Collingwood sent over a letter
first thing on the morning of the 15th. ‘My dear good Friend, First let me
congratulate you on the success of yesterday, on the brilliancy it attached to
the British navy...The highest rewards are due to you and Culloden; you
formed the plan of attack—we were only accessories to the Dons’ ruin; for
had they got on the other tack, they would have been sooner joined, and the
business would have been less complete.” Gilbert Elliot and Bethune had
watched the action from the decks of the frigate that was to carry them to
England immediately after the battle, carrying Jervis’s report of it. Elliot
wrote, “You will easily believe, I trust, the joy with which I witnessed your
glory yesterday. To have had any share in it is honour enough for one man’s
life, but to have been foremost on such a day could fall to your share alone.
Nothing in the world was ever more noble than the transaction of the
Captain from beginning to end, and the glorious group of your ship and her
two prizes, fast in your grip, was never surpassed, and I dare say never
will.’

Perhaps the greatest praise, however, was a further tribute from Jervis
that night when he was reviewing the day with the captain of his fleet,
Captain Calder, a man whose cautions had already twice vexed him that
day. Calder, with some reserve, now broached the matter of Nelson’s
spontaneous action and the fact that it had carried Nelson, Troubridge and
Collingwood into the brunt of the battle. Was it not an unauthorized
departure from the prescribed mode of attack?

Jervis promptly answered: ‘It certainly was so, and if ever you commit
such a breach of your orders, I will forgive you also.’

Calder’s question said as much as anything could how against the grain
Nelson’s action could be for the older generation.

Like ‘the First of June’, as Howe’s fight was always called, there was
again question of whether the Spanish fleet should have been pursued and
brought to further action, or whether Santissima Trinidad at the very least
should have been retrieved as the outstanding prize it had been. The French
historian of the naval side of the Great War, Jurien de la Graviere, expressed
one view, that ‘Jervis feared to compromise the important advantage he had



gained by any partial engagements...To have dashed recklessly after the
enemy’s 21 ships, of which the majority had hardly been engaged, he
should have been Nelson. Sir. J. Jervis was neither great enough nor rash
enough for that; besides...at this period, it seemed too natural, too much in
conformity with established usages, to tarnish the glory of this brilliant
victory.’l But Mahan believed that *...[Nelson’s] genius in no way detracts
from the credit due to the commander-in-chief...To Jervis alone belongs the
honour of attacking such heavy odds, as well as of the correct and sufficient
combination by which he hoped to snatch victory from superior numbers...
It has been thought that further pursuit of a fleet so disgracefully beaten
would have increased the British triumph; but Jervis was not the man to risk

a substantial success, securely held, for a doubtful further gain.’2

The shortcomings of the battle were nevertheless to weigh quietly upon
the victors. As Nelson wrote shortly after, speaking of Captain, Culloden
and Excellent, “We are the only three ships who made great exertions on
that glorious day: the others did their duty, and some not exactly to my
satisfaction. We ought to have had the Santissima Trinidad and the
Soberano, seventy-four. They belonged to us by conquest, and only wanted
some good fellow to get alongside them, and they were ours. But it is well;
and for that reason only we do not like to say much. Sir John Jervis is not
quite contented, but says nothing publicly.’

Admiral Cordova and his senior officers had all fought bravely but they
were woefully deficient in experienced sailors. They had been manned at
Cartagena by peasants brought in from the fields or men taken from the
prisons. On one ship several guns on the side on which the ship had been
engaged had never been discharged.

Cordova was sent to Madrid under arrest after landing at Cadiz. He was
expelled from the service. Other officers suffered similar humiliation.

Jervis remained conscious that the biggest prize of the battle, the four-
decked 130-gun Santissima Trinidad, the biggest ship in the world, a trophy
without equal to deliver to Britain, had eluded him. Three frigates were sent
to look for her and after four days found her but again she managed to
escape. Ten days later, on 1 March, a frigate again fell in with her but was
held off by her powerful broadsides. Spanish line ships appeared and the
great ship eventually made it to Cadiz.

In his official report Jervis gave special commendation to none, but in a
separate, private report to the First Lord of the Admiralty, Earl Spencer, he



was more forthcoming on the individual contributions. There was anyhow
no way this time that Nelson’s achievement could escape public notice. The
mere fact of a victory ensured that. News of it swept the land, bringing
relief, exultation and national gratitude. Jervis’s pronouncement at the
outset of the battle on Britain’s need of a victory might have been regarded
as an understatement in the country at large.

The cost of the war had brought Britain to a critical state. Before news of
St Vincent reached Britain the Bank of England was compelled to suspend
cash payments. Bankers and merchants agreed to accept banknotes. Unrest
continued across the country. On the Continent things could not have been
worse. The Austrians had been routed at Rivoli on 14 January. Mantua
capitulated on 2 February. The Pope had come to terms with Napoleon, paid
a heavy indemnity and ceded Bologna, Ferrara and the Romagna. Catherine
the Great had died and her heir, the Tsar Paul, showed none of her
disposition to lend any support on the Continent for the defeat of France.
Continuing military disaster on the Continent and the fact that it could not
be long before the Austrians began preliminaries for peace had made a
combined French—Spanish assault on Britain more than likely. But this
ignominious defeat suffered by the Spanish Grand Fleet meant that union of
the French and Spanish fleets was not in prospect. The indifferent showing
of the Royal Navy so far in the war had heightened apprehension over its
ability to cope with a serious assault on British shores. Cape St Vincent
restored pride and confidence. It was a necessary solace in face of
uncomfortable odds. Britain now made the most of it.

What Nelson’s father wrote to him was reflective of the response across
the land: “The name and services of Nelson have sounded throughout the
city of Bath, from the common ballad singer to the public theatre. Joy
sparkles in every eye, and desponding Britain draws back her sable veil and
smiles.’

Nelson received a Knighthood of the Bath, with an accolade that broadly
covered all of his services that had lacked previous acknowledgement. It
was, the First Lord wrote, ‘to cover the Royal approbation of your
successful and gallant exertions on several occasions during the course of
the present war in the Mediterranean, and more particularly of your very
distinguished conduct in the glorious and brilliant victory obtained over the
fleet of Spain’. With that came a pension of £1,000 a year and elevation to
rear admiral. Jervis was made Earl of St Vincent, and given a pension of



£3,000 a year. “Though we can afford no more than a cottage—yet, with a
contented mind, my chains, medals, and ribbons are all sufficient,” Nelson
wrote to his wife.

Unfortunately, upon a Royal Navy restored to the nation’s high esteem an
unpleasant surprise was about to explode.



XIV

MUTINY

Across the land the bells were still tolling for the victory, the hymns of
thanksgiving still being sung, praise upon the Royal Navy still ringing out,
when from the decks of the battle fleet in whose honour all had stood in
celebration arose a crisis threatening the immediate fate of the nation. The
Royal Navy had risen in open mutiny. It had finally become participant, it
seemed, in the revolutionary turbulence of the last decade of the eighteenth
century.

For Britain, but for England especially, the shock was barely credible.
Upon the navy depended the whole nation’s sense of existence and survival.
Such a crisis had never before existed. As one Civil Lord of the Admiralty
informed the First Lord, Earl Spencer, it ‘forms the most awful crisis that
these kingdoms ever saw’. Few, right then, could easily doubt it.

On the Continent the allied war against France was on the brink of final
collapse. Buonaparte had demonstrated that this was now a war totally
different from anything previously visualized, even mere weeks before
when Pitt’s last emissary sent to negotiate peace was brusquely told to leave
Paris. A French armada for the invasion of Ireland was then underway out
of Brest. Through the summer and autumn of 1796 the French had
assembled their massive force for the invasion of Ireland, with fifteen
thousand regular troops at Brest under command of General Lazare Hoche,
of the Army of the Rhine. The British navy had failed to intercept them.
Fortunately for Britain storm had wrecked the assault at the very point of
the proposed landings, Bantry Bay. But the French intent on Ireland
remained, affirmed by knowledge that yet another invasion attempt was
being organized in Holland, assisted by Admiral de Winter of the Dutch
navy.

The attempt to talk peace in Paris in December had failed when the
British insisted on the return of Belgium to Austrian control. Here, as



always, was the central British preoccupation: that enemy possession of the
North Sea coast should be avoided. Thus, at one stroke, Britain appeared to
stand deprived of the neutrality of the one Continental strategic disposition
she regarded as indispensable to her security as well as the only defence she
could rely upon against hostile possession of it, namely her navy. What
other defence had Britain against assault from the Continent other than the
navy?

The only surprise about rebellion in the British navy should have been
surprise itself.

Since the start of the war seamen on several occasions had complained of
vicious treatment by unnecessarily cruel officers. The men had dared to
write to the Lords of the Admiralty begging either the removal of the
offending captains or lieutenants, or if not then the transfer of the crew
members themselves to other vessels. They rarely got such satisfaction.

Mutiny was a comparatively rare event. This war had already seen two
major mutinies, both at the end of 1794: aboard the 98-gun Windsor Castle
at Fiorenzo and Culloden at Spithead. What was particularly notable was
the difference in the response to them. With Windsor Castle the mutineers
were pardoned and certain officers they complained about removed. With
Culloden, there were eight death sentences; five men were hanged on board.

Soon after, early in 1795, the Admiralty received from Admiral Philip
Patton a warning that a general mutiny was possible throughout the navy
because of discontent, which was already causing a rising rate of desertions.
Men were running away wherever opportunity offered, going mostly to
American ships but some even going over to the French and to the Barbary
powers of North Africa. Nothing was made of Patton’s warning even
though through 1795 and on through 1796 letters arrived at Admiralty from
sailors protesting of cruelty aboard particular ships. Those aboard Shannon
wrote in June, 1796, that ‘the ill-treatment which we have and do receve
from the tiriant of captain...is more than the spirits and harts of true English
Man can cleaverly bear, for we are born free but now we are slaves...which
treatment and bad usages is anufe to make the sparites of Englishmen to rise
and steer the ship into an enimies port’.l Then, at the end of 1796, petitions
began arriving at the Admiralty from various ships complaining of their low
pay and poor victuals. And in February 1797 anonymous letters continuing



these demands were sent in from ships at Spithead and in Portsmouth
harbour.

The British sailor had not seen a rise in pay since the reign of Charles II.
Pay was measured by the lunar month. An able seaman of 1797 got twenty-
four shillings, an ordinary seaman nineteen shillings. To talk in terms of
monthly remuneration was derisive. It could be years before they got their
pay, which was issued only when the ship paid off. The sailor was then paid
through tickets which had to be cashed at the port where he was
commissioned into the navy. When transferred to another ship he had to be
sure to collect his tickets from the purser. If he failed to do that the purser
was likely to pocket the sum for himself. By the time he was actually paid
the seaman had in any event been mulcted of his monies in a variety of
ways. From the purser he had to buy his clothing and bedding, at
extortionate prices. The sailor would draw on his pay for any extras that
might improve the bad food he daily got when fresh supplies were
unavailable.

Of all the grievances of the late-eighteenth-century sailor the one that
particularly raises disbelief in anyone familiar with accounts of the horrors
of battle in that time is that sailors got no pay when in the sickbay, even
when wounded.

The soaring inflation that accompanied wartime shortages and crop
failure had made the sailor’s pittance more miserably inadequate than it
already had been. On board ship they were paying 30 per cent more for
their ‘slops’, purchased from the purser.

In 1795 sailors had seen a rise of pay for marines aboard their ships.
There had been no suggestion in the interim that they themselves would
receive the like. Navy lieutenants had requested and received a rise in pay
in 1796. Captains were making the same demand. One of them, Captain
Thomas Pakenham, now took the liberty of advising the First Lord that
something should be done for the seamen as well. Seeing the officers
receive more money the lower deck would make its own demand, unless the
‘underpaid condition of the thoroughbred seaman’ was improved. Earl
Spencer pleaded that the financial state of the nation meant the ‘absolute
impracticability’ of raising seamen’s pay. But the agitation was already far
advanced.?

The iron disciplinary control of the navy had allowed much to be taken
for granted. National conviction of the sailor’s inherent patriotism allowed



the broad impression of a navy resistant to radical influences. What was
most taken for granted, therefore, was the supposition that the navy was
somehow outside the social turmoil from which a new society already stood
emergent. Every level of the Royal Navy’s executive structure reflected that
outlook. But the new rigorous forms of impressment of 1795 had drawn
into the navy many who came directly from involvement in the upheavals
on shore, landsmen who had benefited from the surge for education that
accompanied evangelical influence and the early industrial revolution. The
lower deck of the navy had thereby become more articulate and socially
diverse than at any time in its history.

Demonstration of that accompanied the victory of St Vincent. While the
fate of the Spanish Grand Fleet was being settled off that Cape a well-
organized effort in framing a lower-deck petition to Admiralty was
underway among the ships of the Channel fleet lying off Spithead.
Everything about it was unprecedented. First of all there was the surprising
fluency of communication between the ships and the tight secrecy between
several thousand men that accompanied it. Drafts of the proposed petition
were circulated between the ships, discussed in secret conclave aboard
each, and comment forwarded to the originators, who appeared to belong to
the crew aboard Queen Charlotte, Earl Howe’s former flagship. The
petition itself and the letters that circulated with it were articulate,
emotionally balanced and logically argued. ‘Messmates’ was the
introductory salutation in the correspondence. The plea was for ‘reason,
peace and good fellowship’ in framing their petition.

There was some argument whether the petitions should be sent to
Admiralty or to the House of Commons. It was eventually agreed the
petition should be sent to Earl Howe, whom the mutineers designated a
friend of the sailors. Queen Charlotte’s petition, dated 27 February, ‘on
behalf of themselves and their Brethren on Board of the Fleet at Spithead’
begged that Howe would take the hardships they complained of into
consideration and lay them before the Lords of the Admiralty ‘not doubting
in the least from your Lordship’s interference in their behalf they will
obtain a speedy redress’. Their plea focused entirely on their low wages,
pointing out that the army and militia wages had been increased.

Howe saw it all as ‘the fabrication of the same individual’. He declared
that to Sir Peter Parker, the port admiral, and Lord Bridport. Both
concurred. From Earl Spencer Howe got much the same response.



The fleet returned to Spithead on 30 March. It was quickly obvious to the
sailors that their appeal to Howe had been to no effect. The round-the-fleet
consultations were immediately restored. On 12 April Sir Peter Parker and
Lord Bridport had got word that the seamen were to take command of the
ships from the officers on 16 April. This intelligence was immediately sent
to London. On the morning of the 15th, Easter Sunday, Bridport, who had
just received and studied a petition from Queen Charlotte, wrote hastily to
Admiralty about the ‘disappointment and ill-humour which at present
prevails in the ships under my orders’ and asked that the fleet be not
directed to put to sea ‘before some answer is given to these petitions’. In the
event, even as his letter went ashore instruction arrived by telegraph from
London for the fleet to put to sea at once.

Bridport ordered the fleet to prepare for departure. That became the
signal for mutiny to leap alive. The sailors of Queen Charlotte manned the
fore shrouds and gave three cheers, swiftly taken up throughout the fleet.
The leaders aboard Queen Charlotte then put off in a boat, followed by
those aboard Royal George. The boats visited ship after ship, telling them to
send two delegates to Queen Charlotte that evening. Boats from each ship
joined the procession, winding through the fleet even as Easter Divine
Service was being conducted. Only one ship, the 98-gun London, refused to
allow the delegates to board. Its commander, Admiral Colpoys, ordered the
marines to fire if they did. The delegates, encouraged by the sailors aboard
London, were prepared to face this threat, but Bridport sent an officer to
intervene and allow the delegates to board.

By nightfall the mutiny was firmly established across the Channel fleet.
The thirty-two delegates met in the formal glitter of the state cabin aboard
Queen Charlotte. Oath of loyalty to the cause was demanded from each
delegate, with the same required of all the others aboard the ships. Any ship
showing signs of disregard of what was agreed would be put in the centre of
the fleet under the guns of all the rest. Rules were drawn up for maintaining
strict order aboard the ships. Yard ropes were rove at the yardarm of each
ship as warning of immediate execution for those who might betray them.
Drunkenness would be punished by flogging. Officers were deprived of
command, but sailors were told to pay them due respect. Those officers who
were hated for their severity were ordered ashore. The guns were shotted
and watch was kept on deck the same as at sea. A red flag of defiance was
raised aboard Royal George. The sailors declared that they would not weigh



anchor until their demands had been complied with, unless the enemy’s
fleet put to sea, in which case they would go out and fight, and then return
expecting their complaints to be heeded.

Those complaints were amplified in the final petition signed by all the
delegates aboard Queen Charlotte on 18 April. Apart from the demand for
better wages, they wanted an increase in the weight and quality of their
provisions, sufficient vegetables when in port ‘which we grievously
complain and lay under want of’, better care for the sick, that a wounded
man should receive his pay until cured or discharged, and that there should
be opportunity ‘to taste the sweets of liberty on shore, when in any
harbour’. But the shock of the mutiny appeared too much a betrayal of the
nation for even some of the most liberal-minded to sympathize with it. One
of the latter was the former Comptroller of the Navy, Sir Charles
Middleton, who had actually resigned his office because he could not carry
out reforms which he believed would prevent the breaking out of a serious
mutiny. Middleton, one of the most stalwart evangelicals in the navy,
pleader for the abolition of slavery, was called in by Pitt and the First Sea
Lord. Pitt said, ‘Bad news from the fleet, Sir Charles. A ship has mutinied.
What are we to do?’

Middleton answered, “You know how ill I think these poor fellows have
been used, but now that it has come to a mutiny, there is but one thing to be
done. You must show them that you have the superiority. You must order a
ninety-gun ship on each side of her, and sink her on the spot, if she does not
submit.’

Pitt was staggered. ‘That is a strong measure. What if they should refuse
to obey?’

“Then indeed all would be over. But they will not refuse to obey if you
3

give the order resolutely, and it is the only thing which can be done.’=
So much for evangelical humanity. Fortunately more merciful response
would follow from the more secularly disposed commanders of the navy.
At eight the first morning the sailors mounted the rigging and gave three
cheers. They did the same at sunset. The practice continued daily while the
mutiny lasted. Thus did the prestige fleet of the Royal Navy become the

subdued captive of its sailors.

For Britain the situation was desperate.



As the navy rose demanding more pay, Britain’s credit was failing. The
drain upon the Bank of England had been relentless through the export of
bullion in subsidies and loans to Continental powers, the governance of
unruly Ireland and the massive running costs of a global war. As the price
of gold rose sharply and the situation worsened a nation-wide run on the
banks began. Depositors drained the country banks, which in turn withdrew
their deposits from the Bank of England, which stood threatened by
insolvency.

On 26 February Pitt stopped cash payments from the Bank. One of the
most revolutionary steps in British financial history was adopted with the
decision to make bank notes instead of cash legal tender. Gold was
withdrawn even from small coins, with notes issued for one and two pounds
each.

Pitt went ahead to secure yet another huge subsidy for the emperor of
Austria, no less than three and a half millions, in the continuing belief that
Austria remained resolute. But ground for such hope had already expired.
Parliament voted approval of this final Austrian subsidy on 4 May. The
following day Pitt got the tidings that the war was now finally, single-
handedly, Britain’s to maintain, if she could.

On 19 February the Pope had, with the Treaty of Tolentino, ceded the
greater part of the papal territories which Napoleon had already seized. On
6 March Austria’s Archduke Charles was defeated at Tagliamento and
Napoleon continued his march towards Vienna. The emperor recognized
reality and sent envoys to talk peace. On April 18 Napoleon and the
Austrians signed the preliminaries of peace at Leoben. The published terms
of the preliminaries ceded Belguim to France and extended the French
frontier to the Rhine. Leoben, then, was the news that reached Pitt on 5
May.

Britain was alone, with an inadequate army, a home navy in revolt and
open to assault the full length of its south and east coasts, even as
preparations continued in Holland for an attack by the Dutch navy.

In face of national shock and alarm, the Lords of the Admiralty had
responded swiftly and submissively to the demands of the sailors by
conceding increases of pay and provisions. On 21 April three admirals,
Gardner, Colpoys and Pole, went on board Queen Charlotte to inform the
delegates, but the admirals were told that until all their demands were met,



confirmed by an act of parliament and accompanied by a royal pardon, no
ship would lift an anchor.

The admirals returned to London where all the demands were promptly
agreed to by government proclamation and George I1I’s pardon was sent
down from Windsor. Bridport delivered these to Queen Charlotte and, after
some discussion, the delegates accepted and the fleet returned to duty. The
fleet prepared to sail but parliamentary approval of the pay demand was still
lacking. Parliamentary delay unsettled the mutineers again. They saw
evasion from the promises made to them. On 7 May Bridport got news that
the French fleet was preparing to sail. He made the signal for the fleet to
weigh anchor and put to sea. The sailors refused to obey.

This time round it was to be rougher. The centre of the action was to be
aboard London, whose commander, Vice Admiral Colpoys, had sought to
resist delegates at the start of the mutiny. From the deck of his ship Colpoys
saw boats pulling to and fro among the ships and decided that he would
resist. He ordered his own seamen below and told the officers and marines
to arm themselves. As the delegates arrived alongside and began
clambering on board Colpoys ordered the officers to fire on them. One of
London’s seamen began to unlash a main deck gun to point it aft towards
the quarterdeck. He ignored the order to stop and was shot dead by First
Lieutenant Peter Bover. The enraged crew turned upon the officers to
disarm them. Two of the crew were shot. The foremost guns were trained
on the quarterdeck as the sailors took command of the decks. They then
seized Bover and took him to the forecastle to be hanged. The rope was
around his neck when one of the delegates, who knew Bover from an earlier
ship, pleaded on his behalf. Colpoys also stepped forward and said that he
alone was to blame.

As the seamen stood deciding whether to hang the admiral instead of
Bover a man was heard to call Colpoys ‘a damned bloody rascal’. Colpoys
had a harsh reputation. But in spite of the rage of the moment the habit of
tradition and respect inverted the collective state of mind. The crowd turned
upon the offender and threatened to throw him overboard. It was a strange
illustration of the instinctive power of ingrained deference and the protocols
of class. It saved Colpoys.

Colpoys and his officers were then confined to their cabins. On 11 May
Colpoys was asked to go ashore, followed by the captains of other ships.



On the same day Earl Howe, accompanied by L.ady Howe, was hastening
down to Portsmouth from London. Pitt, in final desperation, had turned to
the man whom the seamen themselves had first regarded as their best
interlocutor. On 9 May Pitt had brought in the bill for increasing the pay
and allowances for the seamen. In one day it passed through all its stages in
the House at one sitting, and through the Lords with equal speed. Armed
with this parliamentary act and again carrying a full pardon from the king,
Howe spent two days at Spithead visiting one ship after another. On the
13th on board Royal William the mutiny was concluded. Part of the
settlement was that Colpoys, four captains and one hundred other officers
and petty officers were removed from their ships. Howe did not like it but
saw it as necessary. For that he was damned for being in his dotage, too
infirm and exhausted. And indeed it was to be his last great service to the
navy. He never sailed again.

A bizarre conclusion wound it all up. The day after the settlement aboard
Royal William the delegates landed from Spithead, were entertained to
refreshment at Government House, Portsmouth, marched to the port where
they embarked in barges, all the while accompanied by Lord and Lady
Howe, officers of high rank and ‘persons of distinction’. Having visited all
the ships the party returned to Portsmouth. Howe, for his infirmity, was
carried on the shoulders of the delegates to Government House, where they
all dined, the delegates at table with Howe and Lady Howe. The fleet sailed
the next day.

As with so much in that fast-moving age, there was an element of
modernity that played a significant part throughout the mutiny. Crisis
impelled communication faster than mail coach. It was done by telegraph.
Already well developed in France, Britain had four telegraph lines, from the
Admiralty to Portsmouth, Plymouth, Deal and Yarmouth. Signals were
transmitted from towers through a vertical board with six large holes, each
of which was controlled by shutters. Messages were read from the natural
light of the openings or from red and blue lamps mounted in them. Later
towers were fitted with arms for sempahoric signalling, from which
subsequently evolved human semaphore ship to ship.

Hope that Howe’s settlement meant the end of the crisis, however, was
instantly dispelled. The example of the Spithead fleet was now followed by
that of the Nore, the anchorage in the Thames estuary around Sheerness
from where part of the North Sea fleet operated. The flagship and the main



fleet were usually off Yarmouth, since the Texel, the sandbar behind which
the Dutch fleet sheltered, was more accessible from there. The Nore fleet
usually consisted largely of frigates because it fulfilled a variety of scouting
and escort functions. It was therefore less of a uniform entity than the main
fleet under Admiral Adam Duncan, who at Yarmouth had fifteen ships of
the line, but none bigger than 74 guns, which was the strength of Duncan’s
flagship, Venerable. Nelson’s old favourite, Agamemnon, was part of his
fleet.

As early as 1 May sailors aboard Venerable lying off Yarmouth had
surprised Duncan by giving three cheers in the style of those at Spithead.
He went among them and pardoned the leaders. The disturbance died down.
But at the Nore on 12 May mutiny became general among all the ships
there, including three line ships and a depot ship. One of the Nore ships,
Director, was commanded by William Bligh, of Bounty renown. For the
second time in his unfortunate career Bligh found himself driven from his
ship by mutiny, he as hated in this instance as he had been aboard Bounty.

The red flag was hoisted but the example of Spithead was strictly
followed, no laxity allowed, routine as normal, any drunkenness flogged,
and noose prepared for those who fell out of step. Unpopular officers and
pursers were packed off ashore. Bligh was told that he had been succeeded
by his first lieutenant and ordered to quit the ship. Delegates rowed about
with bands in the boats playing ‘Rule, Britannia!’, ‘God Save the King’ or
other tunes. But dilemma quashed frivolity when the delegates they had
sent to Spithead and who were present at the concluding festivities presided
over by Howe brought news of the settlement. Should the Nore
immediately fall into accord with what had been accepted at Spithead? Or
had they grounds of their own? Was there more to accomplish?

That they would not fall in line was immediately evident, and this
rebellion became something greatly more serious than the Spithead mutiny.
The Nore suddenly produced a leader of unusual ability, an intellect straight
from the ferment of ideas ashore, with social scores of his own to settle.
Here to the fore was what John Barrow called the contagion of liberty,
equality and the rights of man.

That individual was a strange thirty-year-old character called Richard
Parker. His background was the sort of curious mixture of class, mind and
experience that became unique to the late eighteenth century, as bright
individuals began to move more easily, and to their own confusion, between



the various levels of society in that discordant time. Parker, tall and darkly
handsome, was the son of a well-to-do baker who did sufficiently well to
retire to an estate in Exeter. From initial schooling Parker entered the Royal
Navy in 1782, at fifteen, and passed along much the same route as Horatio
Nelson, going from able seaman aboard a ship on which a cousin was
second lieutenant and then on to another as midshipman. After a period of
recurrent illness he obtained his discharge from the navy and joined the
merchant service, where he remained until the war, when he went back into
the navy as master’s mate, to do duty as a lieutenant, with prospect of being
confirmed in the rank. But clear definition of rank did not come. What
followed instead was a troubled period aboard different ships as
supernumerary and finally as midshipman aboard Assurance, from which
he was discharged after behaving in a ‘contemptuous and disobedient
manner’ to the lieutenant. He was disrated and ordered to another ship. But
another period of uncertain illness saw him finally discharged, in 1794, still
as a supernumerary. He married, was briefly in gaol for debt, and in 1797
took £20 from the navy to re-enter on quota. His recurring illness was said
to be mental, rather than the rheumatism that was on his illness tickets.

After enlisting on quota Parker was taken to the North Sea fleet’s depot
ship, Sandwich, at Sheerness, where he was once again entered as
supernumerary able seaman and confined with more than one thousand
other supernumeraries to wait for transfer to a ship. Sandwich was a moored
vessel of indescribable filth and sickness, according to its surgeon. The
impact of that upon the disturbed mind of Richard Parker undoubtedly
helped to account for the swift emergence of the personality that followed.

Parker had no part in initiating the mutiny at the Nore. He was ignorant
of any of it at Sheerness and was working below decks when the crew of
Sandwich took over the ship. It was three days before he was asked to join
the delegates, but swiftly thereafter he rose to leadership. He had
immediately sympathized with the sailors and, being highly articulate and
impassioned in his presentation, proved a natural spokesman. The many
denials of advancement he had suffered in the past appeared to have
affected him for, once his leadership had been acknowledged by the others,
he promptly called himself ‘President of the Committee of the Delegates of
the Fleet’.

Their demands were stronger and by no means irrational. They again
pressed the point of liberty to go ashore when a ship returned to harbour.



Nothing had come of the similar request from the Spithead mutineers.
Besides, they wanted all arrears of wages paid before a ship went to sea;
impressed men who were not on the ship’s pay records should be given two
months’ advance to cover the cost of immediate necessities; a more equal
distribution of prize money should be made; and the harsher elements of the
antiquated Articles of War that ruled life on board should be expunged.
They wanted a delegation from Admiralty like the one that had gone to
Spithead, and they wanted the king’s pardon. But for the Admiralty the
thing had been settled: the Nore should accept what Spithead had accepted
and get back to duty.

In his relations with his men Adam Duncan was of the same humane
outlook as Nelson and Collingwood. He had some time previously sent a
paper to Admiralty urging that the number of lashes be reduced, that
stoppage of rum for punishment should cease, leave should be regulated,
tobacco, soap and lemon juice should be issued, and prize money more
equally distributed. But on disobedience Duncan proved more strong-
minded than most, with physical strength to match. He had already had
disturbance when news of the Nore reached Yarmouth. On the 13th the
situation became serious.

When sailors aboard the line ship Adamant refused to obey orders
Duncan went across and addressed them all. ‘My lads, I am not in the
smallest degree apprehensive of any violent measures you may have in
contemplation. And though I assure you I would much rather acquire your
love than incur your fear, I will with my own hand put to death the first man
who shall display the slightest sign of rebellious conduct.’

He then put it to them: Was there any man who wished to dispute his
authority, or that of any officer? One of the six who had been marked as the
ringleaders stepped forward and said, ‘I do.’

‘Do you, sir, want to take command of this ship out of my hands?’

“Yes, sir.” Upon which Duncan grabbed the man and held him over the
side of the ship, crying out, ‘My lads, look at this fellow, he who dares to
deprive me of the command of the fleet.” One account had Duncan making
motion to draw his sword to run the man through, but he was restrained by
the chaplain. Duncan’s bravado at any rate settled the issue for the
moment.

On 24 May the Admiralty, informed that the Dutch fleet was about to put
out from the Texel, ordered Duncan to take his fleet across.



The signal to weigh was made on 29 May but one by one Duncan’s ships
deserted him. The historian Edward Brenton was at this time fourth
lieutenant of Agamemnon, now part of that fleet. Soon after the ship sailed
from Yarmouth the men laid a barricade of hammocks across the lower
deck and pointed loaded 24-pounders at the quarterdeck. After speaking to
the men Captain Fancourt surrendered to the situation and calmly led his
off-duty officers down to dinner. The master-of-arms approached Brenton
and, speaking before the others, said that the ship had been given away by
the officers despite the fact that the best part of the men and all the marines
were against the mutiny. Brenton went down and relayed this to Fancourt,
who said, ‘Mr Brenton, if we call out the marines some of the men will be
shot, and I could not bear to see them lying in convulsions on the deck; no,
no, a little patience, and we shall all hail unanimity again.’ It was in
extraordinary contrast with Duncan’s resolution some days before,
indicating the great difference of response that could so often occur in any
circumstance in that navy. Brenton wrote, ‘I quitted the cabin and walked
the deck until my watch was out, too irritated to say a word more.’

Out of his fleet of eleven line ships at one p.m. on the 29th Duncan was
left with but two, one of them being his own flagship, Venerable, the other
Adamant. With them was the frigate Circe. The mastery of the man was
now demonstrated even more remarkably. Instead of abandoning his
mission, he continued with his three ships for the Texel to maintain watch
over the fleet of fourteen line ships and eight frigates under the Dutch
admiral de Winter, and to confront them if they came out.

What Duncan now proceeded to do would stand as one of the outstanding
acts of resourceful composure of the war. Venerable and Adamant anchored
at the outer buoy of the Texel in plain sight of de Winter’s fleet which, with
flotilla vessels, numbered fifty altogether. Circe stood off, far out, in the
guise of signal station, making and receiving signals as if relaying messages
between Duncan and the main fleet in the offing beyond Circe. It was an
extraordinary act of bluff and, amazingly, it worked. Duncan could not
suppose that it would for long. But it did.

When Duncan arrived the wind had been favourable for the Dutch fleet
putting out to sea, but the Dutch made no effort to come out. The British
successfully maintained their bluff for eight days, when two British line
ships arrived, soon followed by other ships.



The arrival of the ships proved to be the welcome signal to Duncan that
the mutiny was over. It had rapidly begun to disintegrate. On board
Sandwich the sailors turned against Richard Parker, who was arrested by the
ship’s officers and taken ashore. Many mutineers got away, some to France,
others to Holland. By 16 June all the ships had surrendered.

Parker went on trial on 22 June, was found guilty and hanged aboard
Sandwich on the 30th. ‘I hope my life will be the only sacrifice,” he
pleaded. ‘I trust it will be thought sufficient atonement. Pardon, I beseech
you, the other men; they will return with alacrity to their duty.” At the
execution he asked the captain of Sandwich to shake his hand in
forgiveness. The request was granted. George III, on the other hand, made a
personal plea for the body to be suspended in chains ‘on the most
conspicuous land in sight of ships at the Nore’. But Parker was taken to a
graveyard on shore. Four hundred of the sailors were tried, fifty-nine
condemned to death, twenty-nine of whom were actually executed. Others
were severely flogged or sent to prison.

Far from dying, the infection began to spread abroad. After the Battle of
Cape St Vincent, Jervis, now Earl St Vincent, had remained cruising off
Cadiz in blockade of the port, with provisioning at Lisbon. His fleet was the
next to be struck, at Lisbon and off Cadiz. St Vincent provided his own
special note to retribution. Four men who mutinied aboard St George off
Cadiz were tried by court martial on Saturday 8 July. St Vincent instructed
that with a guilty verdict execution had to be immediate. The verdict came
too late that Saturday for it to be carried out. The president of the court
martial told the prisoners that, the next day being Sunday, they had until
Monday to prepare themselves. But St Vincent promptly ordered execution
for nine o’clock Sunday morning, drawing protest from chaplains and one
of his vice admirals that they would be profaning the Sabbath. Ignoring
them, he pronounced another unusual aspect of the execution.

Executions were usually attended by boat crews from the different ships.
The hanging itself would be performed by men from across the fleet. Lots
were drawn in each boat to decide which of them would go aboard the ship
where execution would take place to man the yard ropes hoisting the
condemned. This time St Vincent ordered that the crew of St George alone

should be the executioners, and that as soon as the culprits were suspended

every ship in the fleet should start divine service.2



These were unusual instructions. The officer charged with the execution
went nervously to St Vincent’s cabin early on Sunday to verify them. St
Vincent was in his dressing gown and shaving. Turning his head sharply to
see his visitor he cut himself severely. As blood poured from the wound the
officer apologized. ‘No apology is necessary, sir,” St Vincent said, ‘the duty
you are engaged in is too important to be trifled with, and I never should
have forgiven you if you had made any mistake.’

At nine, as the gun was fired to run up the men, each ship immediately
hoisted the pennant for divine service, which began even as the condemned
struggled in their final convulsions, one of the uniquely dreadful images of
the Royal Navy in the Great War.

Passing down the Atlantic the fever first touched the island of St Helena
then the Cape of Good Hope. At St Helena the crew of the Dortrecht rose
against their officers, but the captain, Charles Brisbane, seized one of the
ringleaders, wound a cord around his neck, as if to drag him to immediate
execution, but instead, face close to face, declared that if he again dared to
open his mouth in disobedience he would hang. The shock of such
imperative action subdued the rest. At the Cape a larger scene was enacted.
The crew of Tremendous rose against their captain, George Stephens,
accusing him of cruelty and misconduct, and threatened to bring him to
court martial by their delegates. The outbreak spread to Sceptre and other
ships in Table Bay. The governor of the newly acquired Cape Colony, Lord
Macartney, ordered one hundred cannon on the ramparts of the battery to be
prepared with shot heated red-hot in furnaces. The mutineers were given
two hours to lower their red flag, after which the ships would be fired upon.
Submission came ten minutes before the time expired. The ringleaders were
tried and executed, others severely flogged.

For the Royal Navy, worse was yet to come, with the most notorious
single-ship mutiny of that war.

The 32-gun frigate Hermione was undoubtedly one of the unhappiest ships
that ever sailed, for reason that her commander, Captain Hugh Pigot, was
one of the most ferociously ill-tempered and cruelly tyrannical masters
afloat in his day. His officers appear to have been scarcely less offensive to
the crew, whether for their own faults or merely as the detested instruments



of the savage Pigot it is impossible to say. But on the fatal night they got no
more mercy than he did.

Hermione was on West Indies station, always an enervating and soul-
trying place to be, where rancorous disposition was liable to be daily
incremental, where hope was a burned-out scar.

On the evening of 21 September 1797, Hermione was lying off Porto
Rico after an impressive boat operation against a shore battery and three
French privateers. When sailors were sent aloft to reef the mizzen topsail
yard Pigot, to lend alacrity, shouted that he would flog the last man down. It
was a warning that all took seriously, knowing that he meant it. In the
general competitive rush to gain the topmast rigging and to avoid being
Pigot’s victim, two sailors missed their hold and fell on the quarterdeck and
were killed. Their smouldering shipmates committed them to the deep and
decided that, finally, the moment of vengeance had arrived. It came the
following night.

The marine sentinel outside Pigot’s cabin was knocked down. Pigot,
hearing noise outside his cabin, ran out to find himself facing a group of
armed seamen led by a maintop man, David Forrester, and a seaman named
Crawley. Pigot, immediately slashed by bayonets, retreated into his cabin,
where he sought to defend himself with his dirk. The seamen appeared
momentarily appalled by sight of the wounded Pigot, but Crawley yelled
his impatience with them: ‘What four against one, and yet afraid? Here goes
then!” And plunged his bayonet into Pigot, who cried out, ‘Forrester are you
against me too?’ and got the answer, ‘Yes, you bloody rascal!” whereupon
Forrester plunged his own bayonet into Pigot two or three times and then
helped throw him out of the stern window. Pigot, in spite of his wounds,
was heard to cry out in final despair as he fell.

On the quarterdeck First Lieutenant Samuel Read begged for his life,
saying he had a wife and three children totally dependent upon him for
support. But he was thrown overboard alive. A cry was then heard through
the ship that Second Lieutenant Archibald Douglas could not be found.
Forrester, accompanied by others, went below with a lantern. Douglas was
found hiding by the marine officer’s cabin. He was drawn up the ladder by
his hair. His servant, a fourteen-year old boy named James Allen, cried out,
‘Let me have a cut at him!” and, presumably in resentment of treatment
from his master, struck at him with a tomahawk, severely wounding him.
But Douglas was still crying ‘Mercy, mercy!’ as they dragged him across



the deck and threw him overboard. The lieutenant of marines was similarly
dragged up to deck, with a dozen men chopping at him with cutlass or
tomahawk as he went. There was no mercy even for the fifteen-year-old
midshipman who, making an effort to escape, was chopped with tomahawk
before being thrown overboard. Also killed were the purser, surgeon, the
captain’s clerk and the boatswain. Other warrant officers that were spared
were cast adrift in a small boat.

Hermione was taken into the South American port of La Guiria and
handed over to the Spanish who, delighted to have a British frigate, paid ten
dollars to each of the mutineers, then manned and equipped her. For the
next two years she would sail the Caribbean as a Spanish ship, continually
hunted by the British as a most particular stigma on the honour of the Royal
Navy. And that she certainly was, for there had never before been such a
ferociously bloody uprising within the navy. She would keep that
distinction.

Several of its principals, including Forrester and the boy Allen, were
caught long after when they returned to Britain and were court-martialled
and hanged. Forrester, perhaps foolishly, re-entered the navy and served
five years aboard a sloop with a reputation for good behaviour, before being
spotted in Portsmouth dockyard by one of Hermione’s former stewards.®

The eccentricity of the British navy lay in its obstinate refusal to
recognize what many of its own commanders did or to respond in the
manner of a Nelson and a Collingwood by acknowledging the plain
normality of grievance and demand. But the concessions yielded to the
mutineers at Spithead rankled with monarch, government and Admiralty.
The pressure was for the punitive rather than for understanding.

The paradoxical nature of the British sailor’s life was that his horizons
were the widest that had ever been, but his shipboard confinement was the
tightest there was. The demand upon him was allegiance to a servitude
without equal among free men. What was imposed upon him and what he
suffered were often compared even in those days, and indeed by himself, as
being little different from that of the African slave. Under men like Pigot of
the Hermione the comparison was valid enough.

That he fought as he did, with ferocity and heedless courage when
required, can seem a matter of wonder to anyone going through the record
of what, in ordinary circumstances, the British sailor was compelled to



endure. It was this ability to rise instantly above his circumstances in
response to the call upon him that stands out above everything.

The British sailor was the steadfast hero of his nation. All history had
consigned him to that. He saw himself as bound to it. At the core of it was
his island’s dependence upon the sea as its first defence. Though Jack Tar
embodied British trust and pride, what was laid upon him aboard ship
represented the hardest example of national indifference. And it cannot be
really surprising therefore that when he turned against it and broke his link
with the loyalties within his shipboard environment the British sailor
showed remarkable facility to turn traitorously against it all. It was almost a
tradition of its own. British deserters in steady stream offered themselves to
other flags. That was how, ultimately and often, the British sailor served the
gall deep set within him.



XV

TENERIFE

AFTER the Battle of Cape St Vincent, Nelson’s station remained with Jervis,
now Earl St Vincent, in maintaining the blockade of Cadiz, where the
defeated Spanish fleet were locked in. The Spanish made no move to come
out, although the odds remained in their favour, with thirty Spanish sail of
the line against a force of twenty or twenty-two British. “The Spaniards
threaten us they will come out, and take their revenge,” Nelson wrote, ‘the
sooner the better, but I will not believe it until I see it...but fear we shall
have a peace before they are ready to come out. What a sad thing that will
be!”

The British lay close in, in clear sight of the white city of Cadiz, looking
at the traditional evening paseo, ‘the ladies walking the walls and Mall of
Cadiz’, and at the ships cooped up behind the mole. Nelson’s vigilance was
from a new command, Theseus, once more a 74.

A certain courtesy commonly prevailed between British and Spanish.
Madrid’s harsh treatment of the admirals and officers who commanded at
the Battle of Cape St Vincent dismayed those who had so successfully
fought them. In keeping with that outlook Nelson, on 30 May, sent a note
ashore to Admiral Don Josef de Mazarredo, declaring, ‘I embrace the
opportunity of assuring you of my high esteem of your character. The 4th of
June being the birthday of my Royal master, Sir John Jervis intends firing a
feu de joie, at eight o’clock in the evening; and has desired me to mention it
to your Excellency, that the ladies at Cadiz may not be alarmed at the firing.
Believe me your Excellency’s most faithful servant, Horatio Nelson.’ To
which the admiral replied: ‘My dear Sir, I correspond to the urbanity
merited by the letter with which you honoured me. The ladies of Cadiz,
accustomed to the noisy sounds of salutes of the vessels of war, will sit, and
will hear what Sir John Jervis means to regale them with, for the evening of
the 4th in honour of his Britannic Majesty’s birthday; and the general wish



of the Spanish nation cannot but interest itself in so august a motive. God
preserve you many years. I kiss your hand.’

The other side of this protocol was called for on 3 July when St Vincent,
to bring life to the monotony of blockade, but more in hope of inciting the
Spanish navy to come out to battle, decided to bombard Cadiz.

Since the Spanish shore batteries were highly accurate in getting the
range of the British fleet should they move in closer, the bombardment had
to be left to St Vincent’s bomb vessel escorted by the inshore squadron,
which was commanded by Nelson.

‘I wish to make it a warm night in Cadiz,” Nelson told St Vincent. The
bomb vessel itself did little damage to Cadiz. The fight was between
Nelson’s armed launches and those of the Spanish fleet that swarmed out to
engage them. Nelson’s function as commander should have been to direct
from the side, but he ran his own boat with its complement of thirteen,
himself included, against that of the commander of the Spanish flotilla, Don
Miguel Tyrason, who, with thirty men, tried to take Nelson’s barge by
boarding. The fighting was hand to hand, cutlass to cutlass. Nelson was
twice saved by his coxswain, John Sykes, who interposed himself, on one
occasion shoving his head forward to receive directly a sword cut aimed at
his admiral. Tyrason surrendered only after eighteen of his men had been
killed. Of Tyrason, Nelson was to say, ‘his resistance was such as did
honour to a brave man’.

Admiration of an opponent’s courage was never grudging. In that
duelling age, the satisfaction of a challenge resolutely met drew the same
response in wartime combat as on the field, with an honourably courageous
fight diminishing animosity. For Nelson this was particularly so. For him,
the whole of it was a constant, intensely personal duel. It rings from his
satisfaction in seeking close, intimate, almost private, engagement such as
that with Don Miguel Tyrason, and earlier with Don Jacobo Stuart. It was
an aspect of his vanity, of relishing his individual distinction above the rest,
the private quest upon the field of honour. The narrow escape from near
certain death enhanced it all. ‘My late affair here will not, I believe, lower
me in the opinion of the world. I have had flattery enough to make me vain,
and success enough to make me confident.” While all of that flowed,
nothing else mattered.

Lack of any prospect of drawing out the Spanish fleet threw Nelson and
St Vincent back on to a project already long established between them, and



which appears to have originated with Nelson. This was an assault on
Tenerife, the westernmost of the Canary Islands.

With the British squadron in firm possession of the approaches to Cadiz
the fear of the merchants and traders of this great entrep6t had been that the
fleet bearing the treasure from South America and the Philippines, upon
which Spanish finances depended, might show up and be snared. That they
had not showed suggested they had sought temporary haven at the mole of
Santa Cruz, the fortified town lying at the base of Tenerife’s volcanic
heights. Such became Nelson’s firm conviction. His excitement enlarged it
into extravagant vision ‘of the great national advantages that would arise to
our country, and of the ruin that our success would occasion to Spain’. The
treasure fleet reportedly lying at Santa Cruz could, Nelson declared,
represent a sudden ingestion of six to seven million of hard currency to a
British economy that had just gone off the gold standard and resorted to
paper notes: ‘If this sum were thrown into circulation in England what
might not be done. It would insure an honourable peace with innumerable
other blessings. It has long occupied my thoughts.” He, naturally, was to
command the expedition.

Nelson and St Vincent both recognized that a military force was required
to supplement their own strength. Efforts to obtain soldiers from the
governor of Gibraltar, General O’Hara, got nowhere. O’Hara regarded the
scheme as impracticable. St Vincent nevertheless decided to go ahead.

The lack of military assistance did not apparently concern Nelson. He
had, after all, got by without it at Corsica. When the squadron designated
for Tenerife left the fleet on 15 July Nelson was therefore entirely
dependent upon its own men for a landing upon what all knew to be an
especially difficult shore.

Edward Brenton said he knew no other place ‘more invulnerable to attack
from a naval force, or more easily defended, than Teneriffe’. He put that
down to inshore waters too deep to allow anchorage, rock-strewn beaches
composed of slippery stones and pounded by perpetual surf, and an air
prone either to calms or sudden violent squalls that could without warning
take a ship’s topmasts over the side. Nevertheless, Blake in the time of the
Protectorate had indeed made a successful attack against Santa Cruz by
laying his ships close in alongside the town. ‘I do not reckon myself equal
to Blake,” Nelson said, ‘but if I recollect right, he was more obliged to the



wind coming off the land, than to any exertions of his own: fortune
favoured the gallant attempt, and may do so again.’

That was Nelson: luck and good fortune were tactical possibilities as
calculably good as any others.

Nelson’s force consisted of three 74s, his own Theseus, Culloden under
Captain Troubridge, Zealous under Samuel Hood as well as the 50-gun
Leander, three frigates, a cutter and a mortar boat.

On the way to Tenerife Nelson went over his plans for the assault in
detail with his captains. The intention was to make a night landing of a
thousand sailors and marines from the frigates. They were to take a twenty-
six-gun fort on the heights commanding the town. A summons to surrender
the treasure-laden galleon El Principe de Asturias as well as other cargoes
in the port would then be sent to the governor of Santa Cruz. The line ships
would move in at dawn to back up the summons by menacing the town
fortifications with their broadsides.1

The squadron had the volcanic peak of Tenerife in sight at six in the
afternoon on 21 July. The landing party under Troubridge assembled aboard
the frigates, which were to carry them close inshore where they would
debark into boats that would land them on the beach. But at midnight the
frigates were no closer than three miles from the landing place, buffeted by
a gale and fighting a powerful inshore current that threatened to put them
aground. The boats never made it to the beach and Troubridge returned to
Theseus to confer with Nelson. Together they decided to make another
immediate attempt. By then Santa Cruz was in a state of high alert.
Troubridge’s next assault was at nine a.m. Those who landed from the boats
struggled in the midsummer heat of that semi-tropical island to seize the
heights above the town. But Troubridge and his men were driven back to
the boats. The outlook was deeply unpromising. Nelson declared that the
next assault would be commanded by himself.

For the next two days the squadron lay off Santa Cruz, adjusting sail in
persistently strong gales as final plans were made for a new landing, which
was set for the night of 24 July. The squadron found anchorage two miles
off the town. Nelson was unusually conscious that he might not survive the
night. He called for his stepson, Lieutenant Josiah Nisbet, to help destroy
Fanny’s letters. Nisbet, who had the watch on deck, appeared bearing arms
required for going on shore. Nelson begged him to remain on board:



‘Should we both fall, Josiah, what would become of your poor mother? The
care of Theseus falls to you. Stay, therefore, and take charge of her.’

‘Sir,” Nisbet replied, ‘the ship must take care of herself. I will go with
you tonight, if I never go again.’ His stubborn determination was to put him
in place to be the instrument of saving Nelson’s life.2

Nisbet was one of two remaining youths who, as mere boys, had
embarked with Nelson aboard Agamemnon five years earlier, as war
loomed. The other was William Hoste who, like Nisbet, had remained
steadily with Nelson ever since, transferring with him to successive ships.
Nisbet had already advanced to lieutenant but Hoste was still midshipman.
They were the only ones of Agamemnon’s original complement of officers
still with Nelson.

At eleven the force of some seven hundred men embarked in the boats,
which were fastened together to ensure that they all landed simultaneously.
The night was so dark and the sea so rough that the Spanish watch was slow
in discovering them. But when they did Santa Cruz’s bells began ringing
out and heavy cannonading and musket fire began to spray the water before
the town. Nelson ordered the boats to cast loose and spread out. A gigantic
surf was piling up along the shore. The proposed landing place on the mole
was difficult to achieve. As Nelson, with drawn sword, tried to step from
the boat his right arm was shattered above the elbow by grape shot. He
sought to grasp his sword with the left hand but, bleeding profusely,
growing faint, he cried, out, ‘I am shot through the arm. I am a dead man!’
Nisbet, close beside him, laid his stepfather in the bottom of the boat and,
noticing the heavy rush of blood, with great presence of mind took the silk
handkerchiefs from around his own neck and tied the arm tightly above the
wound. One of the seamen in the boat hastily made a sling and, calling back
five others, Nisbet struggled to get afloat again and away against the
crashing surf. He himself took one of the oars and directed the others to row
close under the shore batteries, to escape under the arch of their shot.

The cutter Fox heading inshore nearby them was struck below the water-
line and went down, taking with her most of the 180 men aboard.

Nelson asked to be raised. As Nisbet lifted him Fox took its last plunge.
Hearing the cries of her drowning seamen Nelson told Nisbet to try and
pick up as many as he could. They then made for the frigate Seahorse,
whose captain, Fremantle, had his wife on board. Nelson refused to go on
board. Nisbet pleaded that from the state of his wound he was risking his



life by delay in reaching Theseus. “Then I will die,” Nelson cried, ‘for I had
rather suffer death than alarm Mrs Fremantle by her seeing me in this state,
and when I can give her no tidings whatsoever of her husband.’

Aboard Theseus William Hoste despairingly watched the boat draw
alongside bearing the man ‘who I may say has been a second father to me’.
In spite of his pain and weakness Nelson refused all assistance to climb
aboard his ship: ‘Let me alone, I have yet my legs left, and one arm.” With
his left arm he then helped himself jump up the ship’s side ‘with a spirit that
astonished everyone’. He then instructed, ‘Tell the surgeon to make haste
and get his instruments. I know I must lose my right arm, so the sooner it is
off the better.’2

A surgical improvement of sorts arose from the operation, for what
seemed to give Nelson more discomfort with the surgery than the actual
cutting was the coldness of the knife ‘making the first circular cut through
the integuments and muscles’. Henceforth, he instructed, at the start of any
naval action a hanging stove had to be ready with water warmed for the
instruments. Surgeon Thomas Eshelby’s entry in the medical journal of
Theseus said: ‘1797. July 25. Admiral Nelson. Compound fracture of the
right arm by a musket ball passing through a little above the elbow, an
artery divided. The arm was immediately amputated and opium afterwards
given.’

Meanwhile, those successfully led on shore by Troubridge were in a
hopeless situation. Their landing had also been disastrous. Several of the
boats had hit shore together. The surf filled them with water and stove them
against the rocks. The men’s pouches were soaked. All the ladders meant
for scaling the citadel were smashed. The surf was so high that, seeing the
fate of those before them, some of the boats put back.

Troubridge, with neither men nor equipment to attack the citadel, and
ignorant of Nelson’s fate, began rounding up the survivors of the landing.
By daybreak he had collected eighty marines, eighty pikemen and 180
small-armed seamen. They were all that remained of those who had landed.
Troubridge nevertheless sought resolutely to lead them against the citadel,
but some eight thousand Spaniards as well as French advanced against them
from all sides. Santa Cruz was far better garrisoned and defended than
anyone had expected. There was no escape since all the boats had been
stove in by the surf. There was no possibility of reinforcement, their
ammunition was wet and they had no provisions.



From their cover in a convent Troubridge sent forward a flag of truce
with an address to the governor of Santa Cruz, Don Antonio Gutierrez. He
would burn the town if the Spanish continued to advance against him,
Troubridge said. It would be done with regret as he had no wish to harm the
inhabitants, but he and his men had to be allowed to leave quietly together
with their arms in boats provided by the Spanish. It was an unrealistic show
of bluff, even though he had compelled the priests under the threat of death
to prepare torches and fireballs. As the only men with him with
immediately usable weapons were the pikemen, Troubridge had little
chance of making good his threat. In a second message after the rejection of
the first Troubridge ludicrously even demanded surrender of whatever
treasure was held in Santa Cruz. His final message to the governor was a
bleak request that they simply be allowed to return to their ships without
loss of military honour, with a promise that the British would withdraw
without further attack on the Canary Islands. This was accepted and later
that morning, accompanied by band music on either side of them, the
British seamen and marines were marched down to board the boats the
Spanish provided, after having been treated to wine, bread and fruit. The
officers were invited to dine with the commandant of the Spanish forces.

Spanish generosity went beyond those gestures. The wounded were all
taken to hospital, cared for, and later ferried to their ships. The squadron
was allowed use of the markets before departure. Nelson sent as gift to
Gutierrez a cask of English beer and cheese, the best that his limited
resources allowed. Preparing to sail away on the 27th, he expressed his
gratitude to Gutierrez: ‘Sir, I cannot take my departure from this island
without returning Your Excellency my sincerest thanks for your attention
towards me, by the humanity in favour of our wounded men in your power
and under your care, and for your generosity towards all our people who
were disembarked...hoping also, at a proper time, to assure your
Excellency in person how truly I am, Sir, your most obedient, humble
servant, Horatio Nelson.’

Tenerife had been a dismal miscalculation. The weight of that rested on
Nelson, whose idea it principally was. There was about the whole venture
strong reminder of his earlier miscalculation over the feasibility of an easy
capture of Bastia on Corsica. As with Bastia, the strength of the Santa Cruz
garrison and overall strength of likely resistance had been wholly
underestimated. Too little account had been taken of the operational



difficulties on that shore which, as Brenton indicated, had been sufficiently
well known since the time of Blake. The objective of the enterprise—capture
of the treasure ship—was an empty one since the ship was not there at all.
And the Spanish had simply laughed at the idea of emptying into British
holds whatever might have been in their treasury. The price for the British
had been 263 killed and wounded, not far short of the loss at Cape St
Vincent. Nelson had paid with the severity of his own wound. But, at least
in the immediate aftermath, he paid as well with some apparent sobering
reflection upon it all. Two days after the operation, writing to St Vincent the
first letter with his left hand, he said: ‘My dear Sir, I am become a burthen
to my friends, and useless to my country...When I leave your command, I
become dead to the world; I go hence, and am no more seen...I hope you
will be able to give me a frigate to convey the remains of my carcase to
England.” The main object of the letter, encircled by the above despair, was
to ask for promotion for Josiah Nisbet, who had saved him. A powerful
source of that despair was his regret that he himself had not led the original
assault: ‘Had I been with the first party, I have reason to believe complete
success would have crowned our efforts. My pride suffered.” The vanity
remained irrepressible.

Nelson sought what consolation he could from the prospect of home.
Expressing that to Fanny, he said, ‘I shall not be surprised to be neglected
and forgot, as probably I shall no longer be considered as useful. However,
I shall feel rich if I continue to enjoy your affection.’

In spite of his seeming physical fragility, the thinness, the paleness,
Nelson possessed that extraordinary resistance so often witnessed when
others were dying around him from climate and hardship, as in the West
Indies and on Corsica. His physical courage and conviction of a special role
carried him through innumerable ordeals, as they would this one. His
endurance, as on the night he was wounded, was persistent testimony to a
character remote from the ordinary. His recovery, as on the earlier occasion
with his eye, appeared quickly mastered. The day after his operation the
surgeon noted that he had ‘rested pretty well and quite easy. Tea, soup and
sago. Lemonade and Tamarind drink.” No fever. Four days later, the ‘stump
looked well. No bad symptom whatever occurred. The sore reduced to the
size of a shilling. In perfect health. One of the ligatures not come away.’

The Tenerife squadron rejoined St Vincent’s fleet off Cadiz on 16
August. St Vincent warmly welcomed him, dismissing the failure: ‘Mortals



cannot command success.” Nelson was sent home in the frigate Seahorse,
which anchored off Spithead on 1 September. When he stepped ashore later
that day he had been away from Britain for more than four years. Upon
Fanny would fall the task of dressing his wound but he at least brought to
her the news that Josiah Nisbet had been given command of the hospital
ship Dolphin, although he was still short of the qualifying sea time
necessary for such a command, modest though it was. ‘Pretty quick
promotion, I think,” Hoste ruefully commented in a letter to his father. Still
a midshipman with months to go before his time as such expired, there was
at least some compensation in having been brought up to the wardroom
from the dark depths of the midshipman’s quarters on the water-line orlop
deck. ‘I mess in the wardroom with a jovial set of officers. Pray don’t you
wish me joy of leaving the lower regions, after a spell of five years?’ Upon
such, spirit was required to thrive.



XVI

CAMPERDOWN

DURING the period of the preceding events France had begun to heave with
political unrest as the Directory, the ruling executive, became divided in
face of further resurgent royalist forces that sought to end republicanism.

There were five members of the Directory, one of whom was replaced
each year. Supporting this executive was the Assembly composed of two
legislative councils. National elections were held in May 1797 to replace
one-third of the Deputies in each council. The results gave a majority to the
moderates, amongst whom there was powerful feeling towards restoration
of the monarchy. The Directory itself became divided, with two of its
members in sympathy with the moderates. The political crisis in France
escalated sharply as the three remaining Jacobinical Directors stood firm
against anything that smacked of royalist restoration.

It was hardly surprising that the peace negotiations begun with Austria at
Leoben on 18 April 1797 became affected by this political upheaval in
France. Across Europe hope swiftly arose for a different prospect of peace,
with a new order in France. Austria played for time and delayed for six
months the final treaty which its emperor had so eagerly grasped for at
Leoben when Napoleon was advancing on Vienna. The circumstances at
Paris encouraged the Hapsburgs to hope that Leoben might quietly lapse to
await a triumphal peace with a restored Bourbon dynasty.

For a financially strapped Britain, however, the desire for quick peace
was immediate and overwhelming. ‘I feel it my duty,’ Pitt said, ‘as an
English minister and a Christian, to use every effort to stop so bloody and
wasting a war.” Before him was a war going nowhere, stalled upon every
scene, including all of naval activity. Sailors continued to be run up to the
yardarms somewhere or the other in the brooding discontent that persisted.
Across the nation poverty and hardship aggravated by inflation provoked
discontent that brought unease to all.



The drive for peace worked so urgently upon William Pitt that he was
even willing to recognize Belgium as a French possession and Holland as a
French dependency. The French Minister of Foreign Affairs, M. Delacroix,
set Lille as the seat for negotiations, and on 3 July Lord Malmesbury, on his
third peace mission for Pitt within the past year, once more landed at Calais.
At Lille he broadened British concessions: Britain was willing to restore all
the conquests she had made from France and the allies of France, except for
Trinidad, taken from the Spanish, and the Cape of Good Hope, taken from
the Dutch.

As these peace negotiations began on 8 July the political ferment in Paris
was stirring. Republican Jacobinism was steadily losing ground. The
Assembly had elected as its president Pichegru, who had conquered
Holland for the Revolution but who was now said to be in the pay of the
royalists. Another revolutionary hero, Carnot, was one of the two Directors
who favoured the moderates. Fear of a “white terror’ in the hands of royalist
supporters gripped republicans.

To all onlookers outside as well as inside the country it became evident
that, given the condition of intrigue and conspiracy within the capital, the
political future of France was likely to be decided one way or another by
some form of coup d’état.

Ostensibly well removed from the Parisian political turmoil through that
nervous summer was the conqueror of Italy. Napoleon Buonaparte was
preoccupied with grander things. He was changing the historical face of
much of southern Europe, and doing so cartographically, politically and
constitutionally. He had installed himself regally in the palace of
Montebello near Milan, and there it was that he rearranged the map and
institutional composition of the Italianate states he had conquered or now
intimidated.

His main creation was the Cisalpine Republic embracing L.ombardy and
its capital Milan, to which was added the former papal territories of
Bologna, Ferrara, Modena and Romagna. The Cisalpine constitution was
modelled on that of France. Among the guiding principles of this new
democratic state were to be religious liberty and civic equality. Genoa,
compelled to accept French protection, became the Ligurian Republic on
the same principles. Venice was another casualty. As with Genoa, Napoleon
imposed the French model of republicanism.



Napoleon’s resolute preoccupation with the restructure of northern Italy
seemingly kept him out of the Parisian turmoils. The three beleaguered
Jacobin directors, Barras, Reubell and Revelliere, knew the army to be their
only salvation. They first sought to appoint the strongly republican General
Hoche of the Army of the Rhine as Minister of War but the Deputies
resisted it. Napoleon had himself been regarding with alarm the prospect of
a Bourbon restoration. He had the loyalty and affection of the army, which
remained strongly republican in sentiment. And, faced by the prospect of a
civil war in France, Napoleon therefore appeared to be the one upon whom
the future of republicanism rested. On 14 July he accused the Directory of
weakness in face of royalist conspiracy. The republican Directors called on
him for support. On 27 July Napoleon accordingly advised the Directory
that General Augereau, a dedicated republican, had requested leave to
return to Paris on personal matters. But on arrival Augereau was made
commandant of the army in Paris. On 4 September 1797 Augereau sent
troops into the Tuileries, where the Deputies were sitting. Royalists and
moderates favouring restoration were sent to the Temple and their leaders
such as Pichegru and Carnot condemned to imprisonment in French Guiana,
a sentence known as the ‘dry guillotine’. Carnot managed to escape before
he was arrested.

All the elections in which royalists had been victorious were declared
void. Jacobin power was triumphant, republicanism affirmed. A new
repressive order was established in Paris. Though he had remained at
Montebello, the figure of Napoleon was now dominant upon all, in
association with another remarkable individual whom he did not know, but
with whom he now collaborated by messenger between Montebello and
Paris.

That person was Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, known to
history simply as Talleyrand, the man who more than any other offered a
certain late-eighteenth-century image. His fame rested upon a unique
embodiment within aristocratic mannered grace of a whole set of notorious
proclivities—profligate lover and gambler, avidly greedy seeker of personal
fortune, master of wit and supreme faceless self-control, yet committed
libertarian reformer of the established order, architect of a new house of
Europe. Born of one of the grand ducal families of France, Talleyrand
enjoyed a youthful libertine existence in Paris until persuaded into a
bishopric, a gift from Louis XVI to Talleyrand’s dying father. While



continuing to indulge his social pleasures, Talleyrand’s intellect
nevertheless drove him to become part of the force for reform that had
fallen upon the land. So that he came, eventually, to represent a unifying
link between the ancien régime and the Revolution, between the libertarian
reformers and revolutionaries, in that dawning. As a bishop of the old
clergy he was defrocked as a priest for his service with the new secularist
order: he had notoriously promoted the transfer of ecclesiastical property to
the state. But as with so many of the early sympathizers with the Revolution
he had been compelled to flee with the onslaught of the Terror. After exile
in Britain and the United States, Talleyrand had returned to France in July
1796 and immediately been absorbed back into the intellectual ferment of
post-Terror Paris. He was swiftly re-established as a figure at the centre of
affairs. In July 1797 he was appointed Minister of Foreign Affairs and, just
a few days after his appointment, he wrote a letter of flattery and praise to
Napoleon, whom he had never met. A strong correspondence developed
through which each recognized the value of the other to himself. It was
discussion between them that helped settle on the choice of General
Augereau as the organizer of the coup that came to be known as 18
Fructidor, the date for 4 September in the Revolutionary calendar.

The impact of Fructidor upon the war and upon Europe was immediate.

Pitt’s peace negotiator at Lille, Lord Malmesbury, had reported at the
outset of their negotiations on 8 July that it was impossible ‘for any men to
have conducted themselves with more cordiality, good humour, and good
faith than the whole of the French Legation have done’. But one week after
Fructidor the French plenipotentiaries were replaced and the new instructed
to tell Malmesbury that unless all French demands were met he should
leave Lille within twenty-four hours. Since the negotiations had previously
gone well, this peremptory demand meant that Britain was required to
surrender those points she sought to keep, the Cape, Ceylon and Trinidad,
and that Gibraltar should be returned to Spain and the Channel Islands
ceded to France.

Malmesbury’s crude expulsion and the ruthless end of the talks were such
a severe shock to Pitt that he even considered a secret offer of settlement
through a bribe. He considered offering the French a two million pound
bribe for the Cape and Trinidad in hope that it might buy both retention of
those bases as well as the peace that he so urgently wanted. The celebrated
venality of Talleyrand was said to be the origin of the proposed payment, a



substantial portion of which undoubtedly would have passed into the
Foreign Minister’s own pockets. Even though Pitt succeeded in winning
over George III on it, the contempt of Foreign Secretary Grenville helped
kill any such thing. ‘If this country could but be brought to think so,’ he
wrote to Pitt, ‘it would be ten thousand times safer (and cheaper too) to face
the storm than to shrink from it. And above all, I dread the loss of
consideration which must, I fear, infallibly result from any mode of
purchasing our safety; and such this is and will be felt to be, let us say or do

what we will.”1

After the Jacobin coup and suppression of royalist emergence in France
the Austrians hastened to conclude the peace treaty roughly outlined at
Leoben six months earlier. On 17 October the final treaty was formally
signed at the village of Campo Formio on the frontier between Venice and
Austria. It concluded Napoleon’s Italian campaign with a shock decision
that resounded across Europe. The independence of Venice was traded to
Austria in return for Belgium. Austria recognized the Cisalpine Republic,
thereby conceding the loss of Lombardy. But it was the absorption of
Venice and the bulk of its territories that shook Europe. Thus ended more
than a thousand years of Venetian history: a unique republic traded to the
Hapsburg throne by the soldier who had just fervently supported a coup to
ensure the survival of republicanism in France. But Napoleon kept for
France a significant Venetian possession, the Ionian Islands, which for him
became at once stepping stones into the global vision that had suddenly
grown to possess him. His own involvement with the great romantic city
that for a millennium had stood as the West’s portal to the Levant could
only have inflamed that vision, which was that of Choiseul: France in
Egypt.

On 16 August he had written to the Directory: ‘The time is not far distant
when we shall feel that, in order truly to destroy England, we must occupy
Egypt. The approaching death of the vast Ottoman Empire obliges us to
think in good time of taking steps to preserve our trade in the Levant.’
Talleyrand became an eager proponent of the venture. To him, on 13
September, Napoleon wrote: “We could leave here with twenty-five
thousand men, escorted by eight or ten ships of the line or Venetian frigates
and take it. Why should we not occupy Malta?...We shall be masters of the
Mediterranean.’



Napoleon had already made his first moves in anticipation. In June he
had ordered Rear Admiral Brueys to sail from Toulon to Corfu with six sail
of the line and a number of frigates. At Corfu Brueys seized six Venetian
64-gun ships and six frigates. Brueys was followed from Toulon by a fleet
of French transports bearing troops and provisions with which all the Ionian
Islands were occupied and garrisoned.

With that, the French looked to be indisputable masters of the
Mediterranean, which Britain appeared to have abandoned without a
backward reflection. Even the victory of Cape St Vincent had not drawn her
back, except for Nelson’s brief mission to evacuate the soldiers left on Elba
after the abandonment of Corsica at the end of 1796. The British navy
stayed at Cadiz, held fast by the interminable blockade there. Instead of
some reassertive venture in the Mediterranean, lives and effort had been
wasted on a wishful excursion to Tenerife. There were other reasons for the
limit set to British operations beyond Cadiz. They could allow no
deployment eastward through the Straits while serious threat of invasion
existed, particularly from across the North Sea. French retention of Belgium
and war with Holland, or the Batavian Republic as it now called itself,
meant that it was from those coasts, specifically from the Texel, that the
next assault was expected to come. Cadiz was a necessary aspect of the
defence against it, to hole up or destroy the Spanish fleet to prevent any
union between it and the fleets at Brest and the Texel.

Invasion was what the reconstituted Jacobinical Directory especially
demanded. Napoleon was in apparently firm agreement. ‘The present
moment offers us a fine game. Let us concentrate all our activity upon the
navy, and destroy England. That done, Europe is at our feet.’

After Campo Formio with its settlement between France and Austria to
end the contest on land, the war against France’s remaining adversary,
Britain, fell back entirely on to the sea.

For this new phase of the maritime confrontation the Dutch fleet lying at the
Texel had been assigned the main assault task, which once more was
intended for Ireland. The failure of the first attempt in December had done
nothing to deter French willingness to have another go at it. The Dutch had
been induced to pay for it all, for fifteen thousand men and their arms to be
carried to Ireland by their navy under Admiral de Winter. Quarrel between



the Dutch and the French over the supreme command, which the French
wanted for General Hoche, had delayed the expedition. So had Admiral
Duncan’s skilful bluff of fleet in the offing. Thereafter the Dutch ships were
confined to port the entire summer because of adverse winds, allowing
Duncan, who remained in persistent blockade, to be reinforced.

The Irish rebel leader Wolfe Tone, counting on this expedition to achieve
what the first had been unable to do, had embarked aboard de Winter’s
flagship on 8 July, expecting to sail at once. Eleven days later his journal
noted: “Wind foul still. Horrible! Horrible! Admiral de Winter and I
endeavour to pass away the time playing the flute, which he does very well;
we have some good duets.’

With no let-up in the contrary winds, in mid-August de Winter finally
advised Tone that reinforcement of Duncan’s fleet outside the Texel and the
reduction of provisions in his ships meant that the Irish expedition was, for
the time being, impossible. General Hoche, not yet thirty, died unexpectedly
soon after, apparently from consumption, and with his death the Irish
expedition was momentarily dead anyway. In the interim de Winter was
required by the Directory to effect a union with the Brest fleet at the first
opportunity. He was instructed that, once, clear of the Texel, he had to avoid
an action with the British before he got to Brest, to enable a joint naval
force to be available for the next plan of invasion.2

De Winter’s singular problem all along had been that he could not easily
leave the Texel without suffering serious hurt in the process: the channel out
of the Texel was so narrow that only one ship at a time could pass out. With
a reinforced British fleet lying off, the destruction upon the emerging Dutch
fleet had to be considerable before it managed to get into line of battle. But
de Winter got his opportunity to clear the Texel safely when, in early
October, Duncan was compelled, through lack of provisions and damage
from the bad weather, to take his fleet back to Yarmouth for provisioning
and repair. On 7 October de Winter sailed out from the Texel, chasing away
the watch ships that Duncan had left on vigil. The cutter Active, one of the
watch ships posted by Duncan, raced for Yarmouth. Her signal that the
enemy was at sea was read as she came into Yarmouth Roads on 9 October.
Duncan had his whole fleet under weigh even before Active came
alongside. From Active and from ships that Duncan had sent back to the
Texel he got accurate position of the enemy.



The British fleet caught up with de Winter at seven on the morning of 11
October, off the village of Camperdown on the Texel shore.

Duncan at Camperdown, as the ensuing battle came to be called,
demonstrated as forcefully as Nelson at Cape St Vincent and Howe on ‘the
first of June’ that the Royal Navy’s new school of tactics was truly and
widely dominant. This battle would provide further evidence of how deeply
all of that had penetrated during the decade and a half since the Saints and
publication of Clerk’s Inquiry. With ship-of-the-line battle full scope now
existed. For the willing, the options for individual action were open. So it
was now with Duncan, for Camperdown proved to be a battle that could
only be fought by breaking the enemy’s line to create melee.

The British had fifteen line ships against fifteen Dutch. The principal line
ships on both sides were 74s. Duncan’s fleet consisted of seven 74s, seven
64s, one 50-gun ship and a flotilla of two frigates and smaller vessels. De
Winter had four 74s, seven 64s, four 50s and a large flotilla of frigates and
other craft.

Two powerful fleets under strong-minded commanders and manned by
determined experienced sailors stood against one another in the dangerously
variable conditions of the North Sea. It was a direct fallback to the
matching of equals last experienced in the Anglo-Dutch wars of the
previous century.

Duncan’s situation was particularly dangerous as he approached de
Winter, who at sight of the British began forming line of battle while
moving steadily towards the Texel shore. There was great variation in the
sailing qualities of Duncan’s ships. As a result their approach to action was
a straggling one. Duncan had little scope for manoeuvre, since de Winter
appeared to be drawing him steadily inshore where, lacking familiarity with
those waters, the disadvantages would be greater: “The enemy at this time
in a line of battle on the larboard tack, with their main-top-sail yards square,
but keeping them shivering, and sometimes full, by which their line was
gradually advancing toward their own shore, not seven miles distant.” The
day was already approaching noon, the wind was onshore, the water
perilously and unpredictably shoal. There was little time for tactical
deliberation. Instead of any attempt to form line Duncan quickly decided to
get his ships between de Winter’s fleet and the Texel shore. Seven minutes
before noon Duncan signalled his fleet to pass through the enemy line. That
order now had its own life in the signal books, Signal 34, followed shortly



after with the signal for close action, melee. The action began at twelve
thirty and by one p.m. it was general.

Duncan took two reefs in his topsails and steered Venerable for the centre
of the French line accompanied by the three ships nearest him. Others
followed the example though, with hazy weather, the signal was at first not
seen by all.

Admiral Onslow in Monarch found himself leading the van. As he bore
down on the Dutch his captain drew his attention to the fact that the
enemy’s ships lay too close and that he would find no passage through
them. ‘Monarch will make a passage,” Onslow replied, and Monarch
promptly did.

What followed was the first action entirely melee arising from breaking
the line.

Camperdown was fought with the same unflinching ferocity and courage
of the historic Four Days Battle of 1666. It was indeed the bloodiest naval
action since the Four Days. The fighting was close, the ships ranging
alongside one another, pouring shot into each other’s hulls, raking the
decks, which ran thickly with blood of the fallen. Two individuals stood out
with unusual distinctness. Duncan and de Winter were both over six feet,
robust physical figures, tall on their quarterdecks as their two ships pounded
at one another. De Winter at the end was the only person on his quarterdeck
not killed or wounded. With all swept away around him, he himself lowered
his colours around three in the afternoon. His ship, Vryheid, had by then lost
all her masts. Battle ended just in time. They were by now in nine fathoms
of water and no more than five miles from land.

The British lost more than a thousand killed, the Dutch far more. Such
unusually huge losses compared to actions with the Spanish and French
were testimony to the severity of the battle. Dutch colours only came down
when there was no fight left in a ship. As always in such actions of
unstinting courage and bloody suffering on both sides, triumphalism in the
victors was subdued by respect for the fighting qualities of the defeated.
When de Winter was brought prisoner aboard Venerable and presented his
sword to Duncan it was courteously returned to him.

The British took six prizes, including two 74s, before the rest of the
Dutch fleet made off. Prizes they were in name, but all were so severely
damaged that none was ever again considered seaworthy. One of the prizes,
Delft, began sinking soon after being taken in tow. British ships sent their



boats to bring off the crew. As the ship settled the officer commanding the
prize crew, Lieutenant Bullen, invited the Dutch first lieutenant, Heilberg,
to leave in one of the boats. ‘How can I go and leave these poor men?’
Heilberg said, pointing to the wounded. Bullen promptly grasped his hand
and said that then he too would stay. They remained together beside the
wounded as boats continued to take off as many as possible, until Delft
suddenly plunged and went down. Bullen managed to swim to a ship but
Heilberg was never seen again.

Aboard Venerable, Admirals de Winter and Duncan dined and then sat
down to a game of whist together. Losing the rubber, de Winter remarked
that it was a little hard to be beaten twice in one day by the same opponent.
Thus it so often ended, in the stately quarters of the victorious admiral, a
courteous, relieving hospitality, everything so quiet suddenly, those other
violent hours abruptly gone, being now absorbed by familiar civil
pleasantries, with just the rock of the sea, memory softened by the steadfast

glow from the candles in their lantern cases. And soul soothed by the graces

of mutual support for an impossible comprehension.2

Camperdown was a battle that, with posterity, somehow lost rank and
significance against the greater and more romantically glorious events that
followed. But it was at the time an event of huge effect, with far
consequences.

This victory was clear-cut. The Dutch navy, a formidable force as it had
just proved itself to be, was for any foreseeable calculation out of the
picture, unlike the Spanish Grand Fleet that still kept Earl St Vincent and
his ships tied to Cadiz. St Vincent, who had consciously restrained himself
about too loudly expressing the doubts that he held over aspects of his own
victory off Cape St Vincent, proved unpleasantly scornful of Duncan’s
achievement: ‘He was a brave officer, little versed in the subtleties of naval
tactics, and who would have been quickly embarrassed by them. When he
saw the enemy, he rushed upon him without thinking of such and such an
order of battle. To conquer, he calculated upon the brave example he set his
captains, and the event justified his expectation.’

It was a strange comment from a man whose own victory was notably
assisted by the brave example of one of his captains veering from the
prescribed order of battle. But this criticism of Duncan ‘of having gone



confusedly and hurriedly to work’ was answered by one of Duncan’s
younger captains, William Hotham, nephew of Admiral Sir Henry Hotham:
‘...the advanced season of the year, and the close proximity of the enemy’s
coast all made what, upon another occasion, might have appeared haste
imperatively necessary, for it was the prompt decision of the Admiral that
occasioned the result...I was interrogated confidentially upon this subject
by one high in office and this was the spirit of the answer I gave.” And, as
the logbook of Duncan’s flagship Venerable further recorded, ‘Had our time
been lost in making a regular distribution of our ships, the Dutch fleet must
have got so near their coast, it would have been impossible to follow them
with any view of advantage.’ In other words, waiting to form line would
have been at the expense of battle and its victory.

The government and public relief over Camperdown was enormous. In
the wake of the Nore and, as reports continued to come in, of recurrent
mutiny at various other points, Camperdown provided a necessary
reassurance of the steadfast qualities of the British sailor. A despondent
government and a deeply unsettled public were in need of substantial
solace. Through Camperdown, the Brest fleet lost its closest as well as its
most valuable and dependable partner for reinforcement. With the Treaty of
Campo Formio France had acquired Belgium. Defeat of the Dutch navy
brought respite from that concern. Successful invasion of Ireland would
have raised insurmountable problems for the survival of Britain. For the
moment, therefore, Camperdown offered a relief that neither ‘the First of
June’ nor Cape St Vincent had given, which was victory off the home
shores, in the very waters across which assault had looked imminent. But in
the wider arena Camperdown was much more.

As Julian Holland Rose points out in his biography of Napoleon, before
the victory of Duncan over the Dutch at Camperdown Britain seemed to
have lost her naval supremacy. That was the way it looked to France and
onlookers. The Directory certainly appeared convinced of it when, in
November, Napoleon, who was still at Montebello, was appointed to the
command of the Army of England. Pitt’s financial crisis, the mutinies and
Irish insurrection combined to suggest a final exhaustion and
demoralization of Britain, and with that the likely success of assault across
the Narrow Seas. But with Camperdown Duncan had met Grenville’s ardent
demand to Pitt for Britain ‘to face the storm than to shrink from it’. And in
doing so Duncan had re-established Britain’s naval dominance more



emphatically in Continental strategic calculations than any other Royal
Naval action in the war so far. Though the Directory retained its obsession
with invasion, Napoleon was shortly to pronounce himself against it.
Camperdown had assured that. Napoleon consequently turned to the
alternative challenge that he earnestly preferred, his proposed eastern
adventure.

The dispiriting apathy and fear of no longer being required that had settled
upon Nelson after the disaster at Santa Cruz was short-lived after his arrival
at Spithead on 1 September. ‘My pride suffered,’” he had said after Santa
Cruz. It was restored in London.

His welcome by his nation was all that he could have wished, he wrote to
St Vincent. His physical state, however, had deteriorated. He was now
suffering severe pain and discomfort from infection of the ligature on the
stump of his severed arm. He needed opium to sleep. His wife dressed his
arm. For her it was a period of attentive care and intimacy of a nature that
she was never to experience again. Nelson’s public attentions to Fanny were
described as those of a lover. He himself was saying that her care alone was
saving his life. ‘I found my domestic happiness perfect,” he told St Vincent.
But the persistence of the infection suggested more professional attention,
and he and Fanny moved from Bath to London, into lodgings on Bond
Street.

That he still was wanted by his nation had been made clear to him by
George III who, on the day that Nelson went to St James’s Palace to receive
his Order of the Bath, said to him, “Your country has a claim for a bit more
of you.’

Camperdown gave insight into his public standing. Public joy over
victory there saw London all lit up, with candles in every window. Cheering
mobs rampaged through the streets demanding that all houses join the
celebratory illumination. Nelson had taken laudanum to allow him to sleep
when they arrived. The mob hammered loudly and violently on the door
demanding to know why the house was not lit up in celebration of Duncan’s
victory. A servant opened the door and told them that Sir Horatio Nelson
who had been so badly wounded lodged there and could not be disturbed.
“You will hear no more from us tonight,’ the leader said, and they withdrew.



The capital’s surgeons had little in that day that could offer much relief,
except laudanum and opium. ‘Time and nature’ was their recommendation.
So it proved to be. On 4 December the silk ligatures that had tied the wound
and become infectiously absorbed into it suddenly came away. Relief was
instant. ‘I am now perfectly recovered,” Nelson wrote immediately after,
‘and on the eve of being employed.’

The man selected to be captain of whatever new command Nelson
received was Edward Berry, who had led the boarding party to the San
Nicolas at Cape St Vincent. On 17 December Nelson accompanied Berry to
Chatham to inspect the ship that would receive his flag, Vanguard, a 74.

As so often was seen with Nelson and Napoleon Buonaparte, a special
defining moment in their ascent was simultaneously come for both. This
time it was for each of them the end of the critical first phase of their
emergence from anonymity into legend. For each of them it was a public
arrival from triumph.

Napoleon was by now twenty-eight, Nelson thirty-nine. Like Nelson,
back from St Vincent, Napoleon at that moment was a hero who had
returned to the metropolitan heart of affairs to receive personally, after long
absence, the public accolades accumulative since the start of the Italian
campaign.

The hero of Italy arrived in Paris on 5 December 1797, which for Nelson
on the other side of the Channel was his first full day of relief from pain.
For each, therefore, that day was one of freshness, of reinvigorated youth,
renewal of mission and purpose as only their individual excess of zeal and
animation and conviction of personal destiny could make it.

The acclamation was intense for the young soldier who had brought the
Hapsburg Empire to its knees, humbled Sardinia and the Vatican, laid
republicanism across northern Italy and in the process poured gold into the
French Treasury and art treasures into the Louvre. Talleyrand was the one
whom the hero was most anxious to meet. This meeting came the day after
Napoleon’s arrival. ‘At first sight,” Talleyrand said, ‘his face appeared to me
charming. A score of victories go so well with youth, with fine eyes, with
paleness, and with an appearance of exhaustion.” He might have been
describing Nelson, so easily did it fit. Each drew, after all, from near the
same form of illumination.



XVII

DUEL

EVEN with the shock of lower deck mutiny lying heavily upon it, the Royal
Navy was hardly prepared for the equivalent on quarterdeck level, with one
naval officer shot by another for refusing to obey an order.

It was an event without precedent. Or, as described at the time, ‘an awful
lesson on the duty of subordination, being the only case of summary
punishment for an offence against that duty in the upper ranks that, we
believe, has occurred in our navy’.

What exploded in English Harbour, Antigua, on the evening of 13
January 1798, was a shocking surprise even for a navy where acrimonious
relations on quarterdeck between particular officers were a common
experience, especially aboard ships long at sea.

The quarterdeck was seldom an easy place of temperate emotions.
Quarrel could build or flare for many reasons other than the inevitable
tensions that could arise from extended close confinement together of
disparate individuals. But the licence of quarrel was naturally confined to
those of equal rank. The full severity of naval regulations descended upon
anyone who dared to face up to a senior. Among those of equal rank,
resentment was strong when they saw a promotion they expected given to
someone of lesser seniority, especially when ‘interest’ was involved.
Seniority in any form, who might order whom, was therefore always a
matter of extreme sensitivity. It had to be in a service where many could
wait years for upward recognition while watching others inexplicably
advancing through favour.

These were the factors that appeared principally involved at English
Harbour when Lieutenant Camelford shot Lieutenant Peterson for what he
regarded as mutinous behaviour.

Two small vessels lay as guard ships in that harbour. These were the
sloop Favorite, commanded by twenty-three-year-old Lieutenant Lord



Camelford and Perdrix, a captured French ship, under Lieutenant Charles
Peterson. They were both comparatively new arrivals. Peterson had taken
over Perdrix when its captain went on leave. Camelford similarly arrived to
replace a commander who had fallen ill.

Little is known of Lieutenant Peterson but Lieutenant Lord Camelford
came with a full weight of aristocratic and establishment connections
behind him. He was born Thomas Pitt, second Baron Camelford, of a well-
established family in Boconnoc, Cornwall. The Prime Minister William Pitt
was a cousin. His sister was married to Foreign Secretary Lord Grenville.
Another cousin was Sir Sidney Smith, at that time languishing in prison in
France, but representing as much as anyone could the social as well as the
adventurist dilettantism of late-eighteenth-century upper-class society.
Camelford was of that breed, but strangely so. He was a disturbed man.

Brought up in Switzerland, he was educated at Charterhouse. His social
graces were those of class arrogance, that special definition of gentleman
that in certain characters accompanied disdainful contempt of most of those
around them but in particular of those below them. It was the manner that
attached quick sensitivity to insult, real or imagined; the inveterate duellist.
But Camelford was a man strange in many other respects. He had gone into
the navy at fourteen. He had accompanied Captain Vancouver in 1791 on
his exploration of northwest America but was discharged by Vancouver at
Hawaii for insubordination. When he met Vancouver three years later he
challenged him and was prevented by bystanders from caning him in the
street. His life was said to be ‘punctuated by disorderly adventures’.
Camelford had confessed to one intimate, Sir Anthony Carlisle, a renowned
surgeon at Westminster Hospital, that

he had no animal courage and laboured by any means to get the better of a
weakness of nerves in this respect, by attending cock-fightings, pugilism,
etc. etc. That in him Courage was a struggle of sentiment against
Constitution. He was industrious to acquire knowledge of many things. He
was a good Chemist, a most excellent geographer, a good seaman—could do
business of a Turner and work in fineering as a cabinet maker—he was very
desirous of being reckoned much upon as a Man independent of his title and
wished his friends to lay that aside and to address him familiarly—But he
desired to be at the head notwithstanding—to have the best horses—in points



of dress, and in other things to be first. When in a passion it was a kind of
phrenzy it disordered him. But otherwise his mind was gentle and easy...In
political matters he was democratick. He hated all the Royal Family except
the Prince of Wales who he thought had good qualities. He disliked William
Pitt, his cousin and the whole family of the Grenvilles.

Carlisle was describing a man whose character left him tumbling in the
turbulence of the transition of the centuries. Camelford appeared to be
overwhelmed by the contest between the aggressive physical assertion that
was a male requirement for that violent epoch and the starburst of the
intellectually new that struggled for its own different illumination within an
active mind, which he appeared to have. It was a familiar demand of the
times that lay upon all of any distinctive capability and had to be met. When
it was met, it resounded. Where it failed, it could be fatal.

This was the tormenting personal conflict that the second Baron
Camelford brought to Antigua. All of it descended at once upon Lieutenant
Peterson. Peterson had been first lieutenant of Favorite when Camelford
arrived to take command. They were together for three months in that
situation, Peterson necessarily subordinate to Camelford. Peterson was said
to have executed Camelford’s orders as he had done under former captains,
but it was a fact ‘most notorious’, Camelford said, that Peterson was a man
‘with whom on service I never could agree, which rendered him by no
means a desirable second to a commander...I have often been heard to
express myself vexed and concerned that he could not be treated like a
gentleman...his character was so different from mine, that we were not
formed to sail together; and as I was loath to take away his commission, I
desired him to leave the ship.’

Rancour between the two had obviously built up during that relationship.
The situation eased when Perdrix’s captain took leave and Peterson
replaced him. Through all that time the senior officer of the port had been
the captain of the sloop Babet, Jemmet Mainwaring. The climax to the bad
blood between the two lieutenants came when Babet was ordered to Fort
Royal Bay, Martinique. Peterson was dead just a little over twenty-four
hours after Babet sailed.

Camelford and Peterson appeared to have put their previous differences
aside until Mainwaring’s departure aboard Babet produced sudden fateful



confrontation on the evening of the 13th. “We seemed totally to have forgot
each other,” Camelford said at his court martial, ‘and probably would have
remained in that state of forgetfulness ever after if duty (the only point on
which it ever can be said we disagreed) had not interposed, on the
unfortunate occasion that places me where I now stand.’

Mainwaring’s departure as the appointed senior officer of English
Harbour created an entirely new situation since neither Camelford nor
Peterson had been officially designated his successor in that specific
command. Both were ‘acting commanders’ of their respective ships. The
language used by the admiral in appointing Camelford to Favorite certainly
did not specifically declare him to be in overall command of English
Harbour. His responsibility was ‘strictly charging and commanding all the
officers and company of the said sloop...and you likewise to observe and
execute...such orders and directions as you shall, from time to time, receive
from me...” But when Mainwaring sailed each of the lieutenants assumed
that command of the port now was his.

Peterson saw one indisputable fact in his favour. On the navy’s list of
lieutenants through which advancement progressed Peterson stood ahead of
Camelford. He told the master of Perdrix, Masser Crawford, that he
regarded himself to be senior commander of English Harbour because the
directions sent to Camelford aboard Favorite by the admiral for Leeward
Islands were addressed to ‘Lieutenant Lord Camelford’ and that since he,
Peterson, was a senior lieutenant on the list to Lord Camelford, the post fell
naturally to him. The fact that ‘lieutenant’ preceded ‘Lord’ appeared to be
Peterson’s basis for seeing level ground for his own case. Had ‘Lord’
preceded ‘lieutenant’ perhaps Peterson would have deferred to it. Hard to
know, but there is a strong sense in his argument of the ever-brooding
resentment in the navy of ‘interest’ among those who lacked it. To Peterson,
apparently, there here appeared to be another instance of leap-frogged
advancement through ‘interest’. He was not having it. Camelford’s assertion
of his right to seniority was never questioned at his court martial, although
the jurors at the coroner’s inquisition at Antigua found themselves
compelled to conclude ‘that a mutiny had taken place, but on which side
such mutiny did exist, they cannot pretend to say’. The documents
presented at the opening of Camelford’s court martial included the Antigua
jurors’ statement but the proceedings failed to offer any clarification of their
puzzlement. Only in the brief verdict of the court martial acquitting



Camelford was there any official declaration of Camelford as ‘the senior
officer at English Harbour, at that time’. Camelford’s claim very likely was
based upon Captain Mainwaring having delegated him as commanding
senior before Babet sailed. That would seem to be supported by the fact that
Mainwaring was a member of the court martial, accounting for any lack of
question among the judges.

Apart from that, Camelford, having at one point at English Harbour had
Peterson as a subordinate, would have found it difficult thereafter to regard
Peterson as anything other than that. It is nevertheless evident that, if
Mainwaring had indeed delegated Camelford as senior officer, it had not
been made officially or generally known there.

In Camelford’s court martial witnesses were asked whether Camelford
had at any time after Babet sailed worn ‘commander’s coat’. No one had
seen him do so. Nor, said the Perdrix master Crawford, had Peterson
received any message from Camelford indicating superiority before the
fatal one sent on the evening of the 13th.

That Peterson was lieutenant senior to Camelford on the list was
something that Crawford and others aboard Perdrix had by then come to
accept. It attached their loyalty to him as the thing began to blow out of
control.

What set it all off at sunset on the 13th was a signal sent down from the
fort above the harbour that ships had been sighted standing in either for
English Harbour or an adjacent port. Mainwaring had maintained a standing
order that a rowing guard should be maintained at the entrance to the
harbour. On receipt of the signal Camelford sent an instruction to Peterson
amending that order. He instructed that a midshipman was to be put in
charge of the boat instead of a warrant officer and the boat should be kept at
a grapnel at the entrance of the harbour instead of maintaining a rowing
guard there. He required Peterson’s acknowledgement.

Camelford’s message was headed, ‘By Lieutenant Lord Camelford,
commanding his Majesty’s sloop Favorite, and senior officer of his
Majesty’s ships and vessels lying in English Harbour, Antigua’. It bore the
instruction, ‘Sir, You will be pleased to acknowledge the receipt of the
enclosed letter on service. I am, etc. Camelford.’

It was that outright declaration of Camelford’s seniority and the direct
order that accompanied it that incensed Peterson.



Both Camelford and Peterson were messing ashore in lodgings at
opposite sides of the small harbour. Peterson was in quarters ashore at the
capstan house beside his ship. A short boat journey was usually taken from
one place to the other. To and fro across that close space of water the crisis
now built, drawing into its small frame its sequence of witnesses.

When Camelford had written and sealed his instruction he handed it to an
acting lieutenant of Favorite, Clement Milward, who in turn passed it over
to Favorite’s first lieutenant, Lieutenant Parsons, who passed it to William
Granger, master’s mate of Favorite. It was nearly eight o’clock when
Granger arrived at the capstan house, guarded by a sentry with a cutlass. He
was told that Peterson was in the mess room upstairs.

Peterson broke open Camelford’s instruction, read it and, dismissing
Granger, told him to return to Camelford and to tell him that Lieutenant
Peterson considered him very presumptuous to write to him in that manner.

On hearing that, Camelford ordered Lieutenant Parsons to tell Granger to
convey to the master of Perdrix that he should confine Lieutenant Peterson
to his cabin and take upon himself temporary command of the ship. Fifteen
minutes after his return Granger was on his way back to the capstan house.

When Granger arrived there he found Peterson with Samuel Piguenit,
purser of Perdrix, and Crawford, who was expected to put Peterson under
arrest. Crawford showed no response to the instruction he had received.
Peterson told the purser to take down the message that Granger had
brought, made Granger sign it, and then dismissed him. Throughout all of it
Peterson had kept on repeating his astonishment at Camelford’s
presumption to send him such an instruction.

After Granger left, Peterson, in his conviction of seniority, wrote his own
letter of instruction to Camelford. Addressed to ‘Lieutenant Lord
Camelford of His Majesty’s sloop Favorite’ he headed it, ‘By Lieutenant
Charles Peterson, commander of his Majesty’s ship Perdrix, and senior
officer of his Majesty’s ships, for the time being, in English Harbour’. It
read, ‘Whereas the island of Antigua is now under an alarm—You are hereby
required and directed, to cause the crew of his Majesty’s sloop Favorite,
under your direction, to hold themselves in readiness to man the batteries
round this harbour; also to cause a guard to be rowed round the entrance of
this harbour, during this night, and report to me their proceedings in the
morning.” Crawford was told to deliver it to Lieutenant Parsons, who took it
in to Camelford.



In this near tragicomic manner the drama gathered momentum, with
messages handed from rank to rank in strict order of etiquette for the brief
passage to and fro across the harbour.

Peterson’s own letter of instruction to Camelford, declaring himself as
senior officer, was for that already seething man the limit of his endurance.
“This letter,” Camelford declared, ‘appeared to me to be throughout so
highly mutinous and refractory, inasmuch as it not only set me at defiance,
and usurped my authority as senior officer of the port that I immediately
and without hesitation gave directions to Lieutenant Parsons to despatch
Lieutenant Milward at the head of a party of marines, to arrest the person of
Lieutenant Peterson, and to bring him over to the easternmost capstan house
either dead or alive.’

That brutal command of a summary execution as option was discarded by
Parsons, who instead instructed Milward to make use of force of arms if
necessary but always to avoid bloodshed. If he could not arrest Peterson
without endangering his life, he said, Milward should return and report to
Camelford. Parsons’s verbal lessening of the harsh licence allowed to
Milward was to enrage Camelford, who subsequently came close to court-
martialling Parsons for disobedience because of it. At his court martial
Camelford blamed Parsons for allowing Peterson time for preparation. It
became a principal point in justifying his act, proffered to his jury with an
accompanying image of Peterson and those loyal to him aboard Perdrix as
forcefully prejudicial as he could make it. He knew, he said, that ‘from the
arrogant and seditious turn of mind which he displayed on all occasions he
would never allow himself to be apprehended while the means were left
him for defence, and whilst the evil-disposed persons surrounding him were
ready at his side to pour their pernicious advice’.

From that and from the swift sequence of what immediately followed it
seems clear that Camelford’s enraged state made the final outcome
inevitable. Too much had accumulated between Peterson and himself. All of
it carried the emotional trappings of a duel, which in other circumstances
would have allowed the release required by such an inherently disturbed
mind. Need for that satisfaction had become an overwhelming demand.

Camelford was unlikely to remain patient for long.

Milward had taken a party of marines over the water and marched them
to the mess room door of the capstan house. After receiving the first
message from Camelford, Peterson had doubled the sentries at the capstan



house door. They bore fixed bayonets when Milward arrived. They asked
him what he wanted. ‘To see Lieutenant Peterson on service,” he replied. He
was told that he could not go upstairs to the mess room without Peterson’s
permission. Milward asked them to send a servant upstairs to ask Peterson
to allow him in. The servant returned and told Milward to go up.

Milward went up, calling his marines to follow him. Peterson listened as
Milward related the orders from Parsons.

‘I will not go,” Peterson said and went to a table at the other end of the
room from which he took up a sword. Milward advanced toward him saying
that he was come to take him to the other capstan house under arrest.
Peterson told Crawford, the master, to arm himself. He then advanced
towards Milward pointing the sword at Milward’s breast and ordering him
with the marines down the stairs.

Peterson told Milward that if he did not go down he would run him
through, and with that made a feint towards Milward with the sword.
Milward deflected the sword with his own. Peterson went to a table and
took up two brass pistols. Crawford took one, Peterson kept the other.
Milward told the marines to seize Peterson.

Crawford pointed his pistol at the marine sergeant’s breast and shoved
him back, telling him to get out of the room. ‘Don’t shove me,’ the sergeant
said. ‘I have my commanding officer here and I will cut your head off
directly.’

Milward, remembering Parsons’s injunction and afraid of endangering
Peterson’s life, told his marines to stop.

Peterson walked to the other side of the room and rapped on a partition
with the sword, called down to the gunner and master-of-arms, ‘Get the
people under arms.’ Leaning from the window, Peterson shouted,
‘Perdrix’s, Perdrix’s, arm yourselves! Load with powder and ball.’

Camelford, meanwhile, had appeared in the yard below, drawn by the
clamour. He arrived to find Perdrix’s ship’s company hurriedly falling in
under arms. He called out, ‘Mr Milward!” When Milward answered
Camelford cried, ‘Desist, desist!’

Milward went down with his marines. Camelford was standing a short
distance from the capstan house. Pedrix’s men were still turning out.
Milward formed up his own marines facing them. Battle between the two
ships’ groups appeared imminent for Peterson, who had descended, asked
his men if they were ready. They answered, ‘No, sir.” Peterson then said,



‘Load with ball cartridge, and fix bayonets.” And repeated, ‘Are you
ready?’

Camelford had hailed Favorite and called for the rest of the ship’s
company to be sent over. As he and Milward waited for the boat, the
Perdrix men having loaded, Peterson called, ‘Stand by!”’

Camelford and Milward stood expecting to be fired on. Camelford,
Milward said, was ‘in a great rage’.

Camelford then asked Milward if he was armed. Milward said he was.
Had he pistols? Milward said he had. Camelford asked for one. He was
given one.

‘Is it loaded?’

‘Yes.’

Camelford walked towards Perdrix’s men and called out, “Where is Mr
Peterson?’

Somebody answered, ‘He is here, sir.’

Camelford called again for Peterson, who emerged. Standing before
Camelford, hands on his hips, he rose on his toes and lowered back on his
heels as he answered, ‘I am here, damme, sir!’

Camelford went up to him, cocked his pistol and put it to Peterson’s
breast, and asked, ‘Do you still persist in refusing to obey my orders?’

‘I do, sir.’

Camelford repeated the question. Peterson said, ‘No, sir, I will not.’

The question was repeated a third time. The answer was ‘I will not obey.
Camelford fired.

As Peterson fell Camelford jumped back, expecting the Perdrix men to
shoot him and calling to his marines to support him. Milward handed
Camelford another cartridge and told him to load as he expected them to be
fired at. But shock appeared to have affected all. The Perdrix men, staring
at their fallen commander, did nothing. Crawford, seeing that Peterson was
dead, cried out, ‘Mr Peterson is shot. Return your arms. Dismiss.’

Camelford told them, ‘I have shot Lieutenant Peterson for mutiny.” He
then asked Crawford whether he would obey his orders or not. He had to
repeat the question three times before Crawford, who had been close to
Peterson, answered ‘Yes.” Camelford then said, ‘Mr Crawford, your
commanding officer is killed for downright mutiny; dismiss the people,
return their arms, and conceive yourself commanding officer of the
Perdrix.’

b



What emerged with absolute clarity at the court martial was that
Perdrix’s men were ready to fire on the other if ordered to do so. They were
forthright about it. ‘I certainly would have fired at them, if I had received
orders from Lieutenant Peterson,’ one of Perdrix’s seamen said. ‘I would
not have obeyed Lord Camelford. I conceived Lord Camelford as an
inferior officer. I would not have fired without orders. If I had received
orders from Lieutenant Peterson, I should have fired, thinking it my duty.’

The marine sergeant from Favorite who had accompanied Milward into
the capstan house mess was asked, ‘Did you not conceive that as soon as
the Perdrix’s company were ready to fire, they would begin?’

‘Yes.’

The support Camelford called for from Favorite arrived after Peterson
was shot and Crawford, as senior officer of Perdrix, had dismissed his men.
From the testimony on both sides it was clear that what would have been
one of the ugliest scenes in British naval history had narrowly been
avoided, one where the ship’s companies of the only two vessels in port
would have fired upon one another on the orders of their respective
commanders. If Perdrix’s men had fired, Favorite’s would have responded
in self-defence. The attitude of Milward’s sergeant of marines had already
made the latter clear enough.

Through that chilling episode one nevertheless sees reflected, ironically
in view of what provoked it, the absolute compliance with any instruction
from an officer that the Royal Navy rigidly demanded of its lower ranks,
without any question ever allowed on the right or wrong of it.

The first outsider on the scene was Captain Henry Mitford, whose ship
Matilda arrived with a convoy of provisions for Antigua the very night of
the 13th. He arrested Camelford, ordered Lieutenant Parsons of Favorite to
take command of Perdrix and the master of Favorite to prepare that ship for
sea. Mitford’s immediate report to the commander in chief on what he
found saw Camelford’s motives as private pique and resentment. It was a
view that appears to have gathered strength within the navy. But the court
martial’s verdict was that, since Peterson had committed ‘acts of mutiny
highly injurious to the discipline of His Majesty’s service’, Camelford was
‘unanimously and honourably acquitted’.

Camelford was to lose his own life in a duel in 1804. In his diary the
artist Joseph Farington noted, “Westmacott called. He mentioned that Lord



Camelford is little regretted. At Lord Darnley’s he heard some gentlemen

»

say “that it was dangerous to sit in company with such a man”.



XVIII

OFFENSIVE

ON 5 April 1798 William Pitt tentatively approached one of the greatest
decisions he was to make during the war, certainly the most critical he was
ever to make regarding the Royal Navy.

The Prime Minister pondered whether it was feasible to send a strong
naval squadron into the Mediterranean, to initiate a new strategy there. At
Downing Street on the 5th he sat down and composed a set of queries for
Earl Spencer, First Lord of the Admiralty. The next day Spencer outlined
his serious doubts and reservations to Foreign Secretary Grenville. But on
the 7th, pursuing the matter with Grenville, Pitt was resolved. He would
act.t

In two days he had taken Britain from the defensive to the offensive.

It was a remarkable about-turn from the Pitt who at Lille had seemed
willing to defer to the French on practically everything, even bribe them,
simply to have an end to a war that seemed to be crippling Britain
financially. One might guess that Pitt had been stiffened by Grenville’s
rousing admonition to face the storm rather than shrink from it, but there
were several sudden factors. Britain’s commercial fortunes were changing.
Camperdown had revived the flagging spirit of the land and with it,
presumably, Pitt’s own. The defiance that Duncan’s victory had roused
across the land was manifest in the Thanksgiving at St Paul’s that on 19
December had celebrated together the victories of ‘the First of June’, St
Vincent and Camperdown. The immediate influence, however, was that
events on the Continent had changed the outlook there. Austria, in
consequence, was making a firm plea to Britain to return to the
Mediterranean with a fleet, after more than a year’s absence during which
the French had come to regard that sea as solely theirs for manoeuvre.
Naples, too, had been pleading for it, to deter French threat against the
existence of the Kingdom of the Two Sicilies. One nevertheless feels that



Pitt could not so easily have opened himself so widely to those pleas
without the dramatic infusion of the overall confidence that suddenly
appeared to possess him.

On 17 March the Austrian Chancellor, Baron Franz Thugut, sought to
know through his ambassador in London whether Britain would help
Austria against a France ‘irrevocably determined on the total subversion of
Europe, and rapidly marching to that end’. The idea of the Mediterranean
fleet would reassert British presence there and assist the fusion of a new
resistance to France. Remarkably this was just six months after Austria had
concluded her peace with France at Campo Formio, thereby finally burying
the First Coalition against France. But, far from settling Continental nerves,
Campo Formio had left the Continent in continuing uncertainty after the
French sought to relieve their financial difficulties by marching on Rome
and Switzerland.

French troops had entered Rome and declared the civil authority of the
Pope at an end. Paintings and statues were looted. Miles-long convoys of
wagons loaded with art treasures wound out of Rome bound for Paris. The
French similarly raided Switzerland’s cantonal treasuries and replaced the
confederation of Swiss oligarchies with the Helvetic Republic.

In tentative prospect was a Second Coalition against France, with Russia
and possibly even Prussia coming in on side. Tsar Paul was involving
himself more directly in the Continental turmoil than his mother Catherine
had been prepared to be at the end. The Directory gave him reason when,
on 12 January 1798, it declared that the movement of any ships carrying
Baltic goods to Britain through the Sound would be tantamount to
declaration of war by their flags against France. He himself sent a fleet of
twenty-two line ships and 250 galleys to the Sound ‘to protect trade in
general against the oppression of the Directory’. He also offered part of his
Baltic fleet to England to help blockade the coast of Holland.

The emergence of any such new alliance was likely to be a straggling
process, however, and the value of a Mediterranean distraction looked
questionable to Spencer as he reviewed Pitt’s proposal. He saw dangerous
overextension of an undermanned fleet, in spite of the fact that at Toulon
Buonaparte was assembling a naval and military armada that clearly, from
all report and observation, was the mightiest yet put together by the French.
Its intent was unknown but the common assumption was that it was meant
for Ireland, to complement the preparations for invasion observable in all



the Channel ports. The strategic situation looked as serious as it ever could
be for Britain. The Directory had sworn its full commitment to Irish
liberation and Ireland was in a state of fervent rebellion. For Britain a
mighty combined assault on her own as well as the Irish coasts spelled more
than her available resources appeared likely to be able to cope with.

Spencer informed Pitt that the fleet at his disposal was thirty-four ships
for the Channel and the coast of Ireland and twenty-four for Lord St
Vincent at Lisbon, the base for the Cadiz blockade. Additionally, three ships
were fitting for sea while eight others were nearing completion. The biggest
problem was with men, eight thousand more being needed. To Grenville he
was more forthright. In laying out his fears in his letter to the Foreign
Secretary on the 6th, Spencer appeared like a man staring at a board upon
which his limited forces were deployed in a manner that left little or no
room for manipulation.

Even if a Russian squadron appeared to assist them in the North Sea it
was impossible for Britain to maintain a permanent squadron in the
Mediterranean, he declared. For Pitt’s proposed policy he required at least
seventy ships of the line, instead of the fifty-eight immediately disposable.
Those seventy would have to be evenly allocated, meaning thirty-five for
the Channel and Ireland and thirty-five for St Vincent. Those for St Vincent
would be barely enough to watch Cadiz as well as command the
Mediterranean. Spencer, moreover, believed that Portugal would soon
succumb to combined French and Spanish pressure and that the British
would then be expelled from the Tagus. He accordingly saw the best plan as
being to hang on as long as they were able to their command between
Lisbon and Cadiz. When that base went then St Vincent, with the fleet he
had, could ‘take a sweep round the Mediterranean and do all the mischief
he can to the French navy’. That, Spencer said, was the plan he advocated,

if Austria could be satisfied with such an eventual sweep around the

Mediterranean.2

For Pitt that evidently lacked immediacy. On the 7th he told Grenville
that Austria had to be encouraged to play a decisive part in resisting French
aggression. He was prepared to face the risks of invasion as preferable to a
lingering and indecisive war. On 29 April the cabinet formulated its orders
for St Vincent. He should do all he could to intercept and spoil or defeat the
force that was being assembled at Toulon. If possible the blockade of Cadiz
should be maintained. But it was left to St Vincent to decide whether to



enter the Mediterranean at the head of his entire fleet, or to send a squadron
of at least nine or ten ships of the line commanded by a flag officer of his
choosing. In a private letter to St Vincent the First Lord summarized the
risk as well as the urgency of the assignment:

The circumstances in which we now find ourselves oblige us to take a
measure of a more decided and hazardous complexion than we should
otherwise have thought ourselves justified in taking; but when you are
apprized that the appearane of a British squadron in the Mediterranean is a
condition on which the fate of Europe may at this moment be stated to
depend, you will not be surprised that we are disposed to strain every nerve,
and incur considerable hazard in effecting it...how absolutely necessary it is
at this time to run some risk, in order, if possible, to bring about a new
system of affairs in Europe, which shall save us all from being overrun by
the exorbitant power of France...it is impossible not to perceive how much
depends on the exertions of the great Continental powers...no good will be
obtained from them if some such measure as that now in contemplation is
not immediately adopted...if, by our appearance in the Mediterranean, we
can encourage Austria to come forward again, it is...probable that the other
powers will seize the opportunity of acting at the same time...

To that Spencer added a vital rider: ‘If you determine to send a
detachment into the Mediterranean (instead of going in person with the
fleet), I think it almost unnecessary to suggest to you the propriety of
putting it under the command of Sir. H. Nelson, whose acquaintance with
that part of the world, as well as his activity and disposition, seem to qualify
him in a peculiar manner for that service.’3

There it was, Pitt’s suddenly sprung offensive: a Britain quite alone,
threatened by seemingly imminent and massive assault on her coasts and
Irish flank, yet prepared to deploy a significant part of her limited resources
upon an uncertain mission of merely persuasive intent, hopefully to draw
the Continental powers into a Second Coalition. Put differently, a
Mediterranean gamble for a new alliance against France was specifically to
be entrusted to the ‘peculiar’ talents of Horatio Nelson.



British fears of assault across the near waters were entirely real since
invasion remained the obsessive demand of the Directory. Napoleon had
gone along with that by unhesitantly accepting command of the Army of
England. His own obsession, however, remained with venture to Egypt, and
its grip on him had grown powerfully: ‘If the success of a descent upon
England appear doubtful, as I suspect it will, the Army of England shall
become the Army of the East, and I go to Egypt.’

In February 1798 he toured the Channel and North Sea coast. His report
to the Directory effectively squashed any immediate further thought of
invasion across the Narrow Seas. Camperdown had ensured that. “Whatever
efforts we make,” Napoleon reported, ‘we shall not for some years gain the
naval supremacy. To invade England without that supremacy is the most
daring and difficult task ever undertaken.’ If such naval ascendancy
continued to seem impossible, they should nevertheless be satisfied with
keeping up the pretence of it, ‘to exhaust them by ruinous preparations
against expected descents on their southern coasts, on Ireland, and even on
Scotland’. The alternatives to invasion, therefore, were either to concentrate
on the Rhine, to deprive England of Hanover and Hamburg, or “‘undertake
an eastern expedition which would menace her trade with the Indies’.2

The Directory’s hopes for a direct assault on Britain nevertheless
remained tied to an invasion of Ireland in coordination with Wolf Tone and
the Irish rebel organizations. The Egyptian expedition was, however, what
Napoleon wanted and was determined to have. It required extended
persuasion of a reluctant Directory but, financed by the looting of the
treasuries of Switzerland and Rome, agreement for the Egyptian expedition
was finally reached on 12 April 1798.

By then the aims of the expedition had been broadened into something
new in the chronicles of colonial and mercantilist adventure. Not even
Britain had ever set out with such a rashly comprehensive plan for power
and enrichment that, with missionary zeal, would unite the hemispheres and
their cultures. In Napoleon’s immediate vision the British were to be
excluded from all their possessions in the East. To facilitate that, a canal
was to be cut across the isthmus of Suez, to ensure free and exclusive use of
the Red Sea. Idealistically, in accord with the principles of the Revolution,
he was to improve the living conditions of the people of Egypt. Good



relations were to be maintained with the Porte, the governance of the
Ottoman Empire, within the long view that ultimately Constantinople was
to be seized and the Ottoman Empire overthrown to enable France ‘to take
Europe in the rear’. An impressive contingent of French savants was to
accompany the expedition to bring back the arts, literature and science of
Egypt and Mesopotamia. Malta was to be seized en route to Alexandria.

The organization and furnishing of the expedition was astonishing, a
tribute to the disciplined functioning of the French army that had brilliantly
emerged from the motivated but disorganized rabble that first Carnot then
Hoche, Kléber and Napoleon had sorted out and moulded into the finest
fighting force in Europe. An army of fifty-five thousand men and an armada
of some four hundred sail assembled at Toulon, Genoa, Ajaccio and Civita
Vecchia. The main force was at Toulon, where 130 transports were to
embark seventeen thousand troops, as many sailors and marines, as well as
hundreds of vehicles, horses and a vast quantity of artillery and
ammunition. They would sail out of Toulon escorted by thirteen ships of the
line, forty-two frigates as well as brigs and other naval vessels. The naval
force was dominated by the 120-gun, three-deck L’Orient commanded by
Vice Admiral Francois Brueys with Rear Admiral Ganteaume as captain of
the fleet, the 80-gun Franklin under Rear Admiral Blanquet Du Chayla, the
80-gun Guillaume Tell under Rear Admiral Villeneuve and the 80-gun
Tonnant under Commodore Du Petit-Thouars.

At dawn on 19 May, with Napoleon watching from the deck of L’Orient,
this colossal armada began moving out of Toulon, to be joined at sea by the
convoys from the other ports. To all of them, conscious of the heavy and
apprehensive British preoccupation on the other side of the Continent, the
sparkling blue sea before them, whipped by an unseasonable mistral,
appeared reasonable declaration of unhindered passage ahead.

Nelson had joined St Vincent at the Tagus on 30 April. St Vincent of his
own accord, even before receiving Spencer’s instruction, had meanwhile
decided on a Mediterranean incursion. Alarmed by what he already had
heard of the preparations at Toulon he ordered Nelson to go down to
Gibraltar and to take the ships he found there on a scouting mission to
ascertain if he could find out the intended destination of the expedition.



On 2 May Nelson left Cadiz for Gibraltar. On the night of 3 May
Napoleon left Paris for Toulon. Again, this one was to be uncannily close.
There seems to be something like an affiliation between the positive dates
of their lives and the critical moments in their history when they found
themselves unwittingly close within the same frame. So it was with these
dates, and would be even more so off Toulon within the month.

Nelson, ‘elated beyond description’ to be back in the Mediterranean,
sailed from Gibraltar on 8 May accompanied by two 74s, Orion under
Captain Sir James Saumarez and Alexander under Captain Alexander Ball,
as well as two 32-gun frigates. They were off Cape Sicie, a headland near
Toulon, on 17 May and captured a French corvette. Nelson personally
interviewed the entire crew individually but all professed ignorance of the
expedition’s destination. He was variously told that the force would sail
from Toulon in a few days or a fortnight.

As Napoleon sailed out of Toulon on the 19th, Nelson was still off Cape
Sicie, practically at Toulon, a short distance just west of it. But the
expedition’s course was in the opposite direction, eastward along the
Ligurian coast to pass between the mainland and Corsica. The next day, the
20th, the very mistral that had carried Napoleon’s huge convoy away from
Toulon gathered sudden violent force and struck Nelson’s small group. His
own ship, Vanguard, got the worst of it. She was progressively dismasted.
The main topmast went overboard followed by the mizzen topmast. The
foremast crashed in two pieces upon the forecastle. In this state they tried to
ride a worsening gale for the next forty-eight hours. Vanguard was
eventually taken in tow by Alexander. But the ordeal was far from over for,
in trying to make for the Sardinian island of San Pietro, heavy swell was
driving them towards the shore. The situation looked so hopeless that at one
point Nelson ordered Alexander to drop the tow and leave Vanguard to her
fate rather than lose two ships. Captain Ball ignored the order and the ships
eventually made the harbour of San Pietro. There they were told that, since
Sardinia had a neutrality pact with France, they had to remove themselves
as soon as possible.

With no help from the shore, Vanguard was refitted in four days.
Alexander and Orion had ridden the storm without serious damage. All the
ships fell to in fixing Vanguard. ‘If the ship had been in England, months
would have been taken to send her to sea,” Nelson wrote to his wife; ‘here



my operations will not be delayed four days...Vanguard is fitted tolerably
for sea...We are all health and good humour.’

There was no possibility of masts of proper size. A main topmast had to
serve as a foremast and a topgallant mast as topmast. As Vanguard sailed
unusually well Nelson saw all of that as sufficient to allow his search to
continue instead of falling back down to Gibraltar for more serious repairs.

It was another of those smaller episodes of memorable effort that marked
the less publicized but no less dramatic side of Nelson’s career. The
resilience, skill, resourcefulness, spirit and determination of this event say a
lot not only about Nelson and his captains and men, but of that whole navy
in its day. All of it was the commonplace of survival, what sailors expected
of one another aboard their easily broken vessels in situations where the
worst looked imminent, where succour lacked credence, where there was

only makeshift and themselves.>

Meanwhile, St Vincent at the Tagus had, on 19 May, received First Lord
Spencer’s instructions on despatching a Mediterranean fleet. He was told as
well to expect a reinforcement for his own squadron to make up for the
ships he would allocate to Nelson. He immediately put together the
necessary squadron. It was a historic moment, this full return of Britain into
the Mediterranean, and St Vincent was highly conscious of it. Nelson could
not have done better than St Vincent then did on his behalf in picking the
sort of men that Nelson would want on such a mission, several of them
being his closest friends. St Vincent picked out ten sail of the line to form,
with the three ships already with Nelson, a fleet of thirteen 74s. Also
joining would be the 50-gun Leander, Captain Thomson. The brig Mutine,
captained by Nelson’s old friend Thomas Hardy, was sent off at once to
carry the news to Nelson.

On 28 May, while still at San Pietro, Nelson learned that Napoleon had
sailed from Toulon, though the destination and course of his fleet remained
unknown. With repairs to Vanguard completed he sailed to a fixed
rendezvous that had been agreed for reunion in the event of the division
being scattered. There he expected to find his four frigates waiting. On 4
June Nelson was at the rendezvous. No frigates in sight. The next day, still
waiting, perplexed at the absence of his ships, Nelson had a joyful surprise
of Mutine arriving with St Vincent’s instructions, and the news that the fleet
he was to command would soon be with him. Hardy also brought news of
Nelson’s frigates. On his way up from the Straits he had run in with them



and been told that they were returning to Gibraltar. The senior frigate
captain, George Hope, had assumed that Vanguard was so badly wrecked
that Nelson would take her to Gibraltar for lay-up and repair. ‘I thought that
Hope would have known me better,” Nelson said, a bitter dismissal. The
frigates were never to rejoin him, a woeful disadvantage through the many
weeks ahead.®

Hardy also brought Additional Instructions’ that St Vincent had received
from Admiralty. Nelson could never have supposed such a sweeping
assignment, such licence to hunt, as he now possessed. This intelligence
was received, said his captain, Edward Berry, ‘with universal joy
throughout our little squadron’. The Mediterranean was theirs to track as
freely as necessitated from one end to the other and up all its adjacent parts,
such as Adriatic, the Greek archipelago and even into the Black Sea should
the destination of the French expedition ‘be to any of those parts’. They
were to remain on this commission as long as their supplies lasted or at any
rate as long as they could obtain provisions from any of the ports in the
Mediterranean. With regard to the latter, they should at least try and draw
on the Tuscan ports, Naples, Sicily, Malta, Venice and the Ottoman ports.
There was good reason to believe that they would be received with
goodwill at all the principal ports of Barbary, Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli.

That was all very well but no one could yet surmise where the expedition
was headed for. Every possibility was proposed, except the actual one. Was
it for an attack on Naples and Sicily, the conveyance of the army to Spain
for marching upon Portugal, or was it bound for the Straits, with Ireland as
its ultimate destination? Egypt and the Levant appear to have occurred to no
one, until Nelson would hit upon it. British intelligence had never been so
poor. Something should have been picked up in Paris. But, with so little to
go on, Nelson was the one person not to be fazed. To St Vincent he wrote,
“You may be assured I will fight them the moment I can reach, be they at
anchor or under sail.’

Two days later, on 5 June, the new squadron showed up: Captains
Troubridge of Culloden, Miller of Theseus, Hood of Zealous, Foley of
Goliath, Darby of Bellerophon, Louis of Minotaur, Peyton of Defence,
Gould of Audacious, Westcott of Majestic and Hallowell of Swiftsure.

The one good friend missing from among the new arrivals was the oldest
friend of all, Cuthbert Collingwood, who remained with the blockade off
Cadiz. ‘Our good chief has found occupation for me,” he wrote in a bitter



letter to Nelson; ‘he has sent me to cruise off San Lucar, to stop the Spanish
boats which carry cabbages to Cadiz. Oh humiliation! If I did not feel that I
had not deserved such treatment, if I did not say to myself, that the caprices
of power could never lower me in the eyes of honourable men, I think I
should have died of indignation.’

After nearly two years Britain was back in the Mediterranean, with the
most effective and assured fleet she had ever had there. Its purpose, the
biggest naval chase yet witnessed on that sea, was therefore now on,
starting this day, 5 June. But without his wide-ranging scouting destroyers
Nelson was seriously hampered in the pace of his pursuit, dependent instead
upon the slower Mutine to forage forward for intelligence along the
Ligurian coast. Lack of the destroyers was a drawback that made the entire
mission more difficult, frustrating and exhausting, with the fleet’s course a
matter of continual supposition and guesswork based upon scanty
intelligence gleaned from ships encountered along the way. Here once
more, in fullest example, was Julian Corbett’s definition of the strategical
character of war at sea, the far-reaching fact that, apart from the enemy’s
ability to remove his fleet from the board altogether, there was nothing on
the face of the sea itself to assist in locating the enemy and determining his
movements. Passing or captured vessels had to be the main form of
intelligence, short of a sighting. His scouting frigates had been Nelson’s
principal means for both, for a ranging interrogation of commerce or an
actual sighting.

The first positive report Nelson got of the French fleet was accompanied
by an immediate example of the astonishing swiftness of the deductive
ability he possessed.

On 14 June a Tunisian cruiser told him that the French fleet had been
sighted off Trapani on 4 June at the north-west end of Sicily, steering to the
eastward. ‘If they pass Sicily,” Nelson reported in a letter to Spencer on 15
June, ‘I shall believe they are going on their scheme of possessing
Alexandria, and getting troops to India—a plan concerted with Tippoo Saib,
by no means so difficult as might at first view be imagined.” Tippoo Sahib
was the powerful Sultan of Mysore, hostile to the British presence in India.
Nelson’s was the first proper insight into where Napoleon might be
heading. It was a conviction that grew on him.”

Nelson sent Troubridge to Naples to ask Sir William Hamilton, the
British minister at the Neapolitan Court, to find out how much aid the fleet



could expect. He especially wanted Neapolitan frigates if available, and
pilots for Sicilian waters. On 17 June the squadron hove to ten miles off
Naples. Troubridge boarded with news that the French were off Malta with
the intention of attacking it and that the Neapolitan government was in dire
fear of French retaliation if they assisted the English. Naples would
reluctantly provide supplies sub rosa (secretly) but nothing else.

As Vanguard bore away for Malta Nelson expressed his indignation over
the Neapolitan timidity to Hamilton: ‘Here we are, and are ready, and will
shed our blood in preventing the French from ill-treating them. On arrival
of the king’s fleet I find plenty of goodwill towards us, with every hatred
towards the French; but no assistance for us...On the contrary the French
minister is allowed to send off vessels to inform the fleet of my arrival,
force, and destination, that instead of surprising them, they may be prepared
for resistance.’

On the 20th, passing Messina, the British consul there boarded Vanguard
and told Nelson that Malta had surrendered on the 15th. The squadron
continued close inshore towards Syracuse in case the French might be there.
At daylight on the 22nd, off Cape Passaro, the south-eastern point of the
island, they sighted two French frigates. It was for Nelson the most
aggravating moment he had yet suffered, soured anew by the absence of his
own frigates. ‘All my ill fortune, hitherto, has resulted from want of
frigates,” he wrote to St Vincent in relating the incident. “These would have
fallen to me if I had had frigates.” He had been unwilling to break his
squadron for a chase after the French frigates, thereby losing time when
they were flying to Malta, expecting within twenty-four hours to be
engaged with the main French fleet. But that same morning they spoke to a
Genoese brig that had sailed from Malta the day before. The master
confirmed that Malta had surrendered on the 15th and the French fleet had
sailed the next day, leaving a garrison behind with the French flag flying.

The high elation of anticipation that had seemed to be carrying them
forward as much as the very wind itself was instantly deflated. So where
were the French now? How could such a huge enterprise covering many
square miles of the sea prove so elusive? The best clue came from the
prevailing wind, which was blowing steadily from the north-west. After
leaving Malta the French fleet was seen running before the wind. Spain was
thus instantly ruled out. With such a huge expedition it would have been
difficult suddenly to put it about and head westwards. The management of



such an operation with such a vast armada could only have brought chaos.
What point anyway when they had already come halfway down the
Mediterranean and were driving steadily eastwards? Sicily was also ruled
out. Whatever the French objective, it therefore clearly had to be
somewhere in the eastern Mediterranean. Egypt or Constantinople?

Nelson was now convinced that it was Egypt. Four captains in whom he
placed particular confidence-Saumarez, Troubridge, Ball and Darby—were
summoned to Vanguard to present their opinions. Saumarez reflected
Nelson’s own belief, ‘...under all circumstances I think it most conducive
to the good of His Majesty’s service to make the best of our way for
Alexandria, as the only means of saving our possessions in India, should the
French armament be destined for that country’.2

Returning to his ship, Orion, Saumarez set down the weight of the
frustration and responsibility that lay upon them all, but upon Nelson
especially:

I am just returned from on board the Admiral and we are crowding sail for
Alexandria; but the contrast to what we experienced yesterday is great
indeed, having made sure of attacking them this morning. At present it is
very doubtful whether we shall fall in with them at all, as we are proceeding
upon the merest conjecture only, and not on any positive information. Some
days must now elapse before we can be relieved from our cruel suspense;
and if, at the end of our journey, we find we are upon a wrong scent, our
embarrassment will be great indeed. Fortunately, I only act here en second;
but did the chief responsibility rest with me, I fear it would be more than

my too irritable nerves would bear.2

Here was quieter testimony to Nelson’s greatness, a subdued tribute to
what could be expected of him above the others in bearing such a
responsibility in such a bewildering maze, where weaker ones might flag or
desist.

Nelson was the more conscious of what lay upon him for his appointment
had raised extreme ire among some in the navy. In selecting him St Vincent
had passed over two senior officers attached to the Cadiz fleet, Sir William
Parker and Sir John Orde, both of whom took violent umbrage at being



superseded by a junior for such an important command. Orde was second in
command to St Vincent. His reaction, therefore, was particularly violent,
seeing it as a breach of standing naval etiquette. He promptly challenged St
Vincent to a duel whensoever the opportunity would present itself. It was
the second duel provoked by this sharpened focus upon the navy. Pitt, too,
had been challenged when, in May, as St Vincent’s instructions sailed out to
him, the Prime Minister brought in a bill for the more effectual manning of
the navy. When a member of the opposition, George Tierney, declared it
precipitate, Pitt accused him of a desire to obstruct the defence of the
country. When Pitt refused to retract Tierney challenged him for the very
next day. Pitt accepted and they met on Putney Heath. They twice fired
without effect. The seconds then intervened. It was an extraordinary episode
that provoked consternation with the public, George III among the most
irate, all astonished that the Prime Minister should take such a risk at one of
the most dangerous and critical moments of the war when everything
depended upon him. Meanwhile, Nelson himself was being mocked by
those who questioned his entitlement to the command, or who jealously
envied his reputation. St Vincent wrote to him: ‘Sir William Parker and Sir
John Orde have written strong remonstrances against your commanding the
detached squadron instead of them. I did all I could to prevent it, consistent
with my situation, but there is a faction, fraught with all manner of ill-will
to you, that, unfortunately for the two Baronets, domined over any
argument or influence I could use: they will both be ordered home the
moment their letters arrive.’12 And, as another admiral supportive of Nelson
wrote to him, ‘...how often have I been questioned: “What is your favourite
hero about? The French fleet has passed under his nose,” etc. etc.’Ll The
latter type of derision was, of course, a familiar manifestation when any
particular naval operation appeared