

[image: ]








[image: alt]



















Nelson and Napoleon


The Long Haul to Trafalgar


CHRISTOPHER LEE









[image: ]

























For


Master George








































Chronology















	Date

	 

	Major World


Events

	 

	Nelson

	 

	Napoleon

	 

	Other Events






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1757

	 

	Robert Clive conquers Bengal

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1758

	 

	 

	 

	Horatio Nelson born in Burnham Thorpe Rectory, Norfolk

	 

	 

	 

	Reappearance of Halley’s comet






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1759

	 

	Victory against the French at Quebec and death of General James Wolfe

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Josiah Wedgwood starts Burslem Pottery






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	James Brindley designs the Worsley-


Manchester canal, the first man-made canal in Britain






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1760

	 

	George III succeeds to the throne

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1762

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Rousseau’s Social Contract and Émile published






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1763

	 

	End of the Seven Years War

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Dr Johnson and Boswell meet






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1764

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Spinning Jenny invented by James Hargreaves






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1766

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Oliver Goldsmith’s Vicar of Wakefield published






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1767

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	First publication of the National Almanac, an important navigational aid






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1768

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Royal Academy of Arts is founded






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1769

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Napoleon Bonaparte born in Ajaccio, Corsica

	 

	Captain James Cook lands on Tahiti before discovering New South Wales a year later






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1770

	 

	In North America, the ‘Boston Massacre’

	 

	Nelson joins the British navy

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1773

	 

	The Boston Tea Party

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Richard Arkwright builds his first spinning mill (factory)






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Captain Cook killed in Hawaii






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1775

	 

	American War of Independence (to 1783)

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1777

	 

	British surrender at Saratoga

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1778

	 

	France joins the American war against Britain, sending troops and ships

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1779

	 

	Franco-Spanish siege of Gibraltar (raised finally in 1783)

	 

	Nelson promoted post-captain

	 

	Bonaparte sent to military academy at Brienne

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1780

	 

	Armed neutrality of maritime nations to restrain British interference with shipping

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The first Epsom Derby






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1781

	 

	British surrender at Yorktown

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1783

	 

	Pitt the Younger becomes prime minister

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	First flights in hot air (Montgolfier) and hydrogen (Charles) balloons






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1784

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Death of Samuel Johnson






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1785

	 

	 

	 

	Nelson marries Frances Nisbet, widow of a Nevis doctor

	 

	Napoleon Bonaparte commissioned second lieutenant of Artillery

	 

	Edmund Cartwright invents the power loom






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	Nelson ‘retired’ on shore pay for the next five years and lives with his wife at Burnham Thorpe, all the while agitating for a ship

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1786

	 

	Britain takes over the spice trade centre of Penang, Malaysia

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1787

	 

	The Regency Crisis following the apparent insanity of George III

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Daily Universal Register (from 1788, The Times) is published






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1788

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire published by Gibbon






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1789

	 

	The French Revolution (lasts until 1799)


Washington becomes first president of the USA

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1790

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	First steam-powered iron-rolling mill built in Britain






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1792

	 

	French Revolutionary War starts

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1793

	 

	Britain joins war against France Execution of Louis XVI Reign of Terror (to 1794)

	 

	Nelson meets Sir William and Emma Hamilton

	 

	Bonaparte commands artillery at the Siege of Toulon

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1794

	 

	US navy founded

	 

	Nelson loses right eye at Calvi from flying stone fragment, left eye damaged

	 

	 

	 

	In France, the semaphore system is invented






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1795

	 

	Vice Admiral Sir John Jervis appointed commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean fleet

	 

	 

	 

	Bonaparte disperses


Paris mob

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1796

	 

	 

	 

	Nelson promoted to commodore and commands the Captain

	 

	Bonaparte is appointed commander of the army in Italy Bonaparte marries Josephine

	 

	Edward Jenner pioneers vaccination against smallpox






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1797

	 

	Battle of Cape St Vincent Mutinies at Spithead and the Nore

	 

	Nelson promoted to rear admiral and created Knight of the Bath Nelson loses his right arm at Santa Cruz, Tenerife, while trying to capture a bullion ship

	 

	Bonaparte advances towards Austria Bonaparte begins to plan an invasion of Britain

	 

	Pound notes, the first paper currency, are issued






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1798

	 

	Battle of the Nile

	 

	Nelson created Baron Nelson of the Nile

	 

	Bonaparte goes to Egypt

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1799

	 

	 

	 

	Nelson created Duke of Brontë

	 

	Bonaparte lands secretly in France and becomes First Consul

	 

	Discovery of the Rosetta stone in Egypt






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1800

	 

	Parliamentary Union of Great Britain and Ireland

	 

	Nelson takes seat in House of Lords

	 

	Plot to assassinate Napoleon fails in Paris

	 

	Co-operative reformer builds an ‘ideal’ community in New Lanark, Scotland






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1801

	 

	Treaty of Luréville


Pitt the Younger resigns to be replaced by Addington


Act of Union

	 

	Separated from Frances who remains Lady Nelson Horatia, daughter of Nelson and Emma born

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	Nelson buys Merton Place in Surrey


Nelson twice unsuccessfully attacks Boulogne

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1802

	 

	Treaty of Amiens


West India Docks opened in London

	 

	Nelson’s father dies

	 

	 

	 

	Charlotte Dundas, first practical steam ship, built on the Clyde






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1803

	 

	Treaty of Amiens collapses and Napoleonic War begins Insurrection in Ireland under Robert Emmett


In the USA, the Louisiana purchase from France almost doubles the size of USA territory

	 

	William Hamilton dies Nelson appointed commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean fleet

	 

	 

	 

	Beethoven composes Symphony no. 3, ‘Erotica’






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1804

	 

	Addington resigns, Pitt the Younger again prime minister Spain joins war on the side of France

	 

	 

	 

	Napoleon crowned Emperor by the Pope

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1805

	 

	Villeneuve escapes to the West Indies, eventually followed by Nelson Calder fights Villeneuve’s fleet off Cape Finisterre, but disengages and Villeneuve escapes

	 

	Nelson returns to England in August and the Combined Fleet reaches Cadiz


Nelson leaves Portsmouth in the Victory in September

	 

	Napoleon enters Vienna and defeats the Austrians and Russians at Austerlitz

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1805

	 

	Battle of Trafalgar, 21 October Austria surrenders to Napoleon Britain and the USA quarrel over trade in the Caribbean

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1806

	 

	Death of Pitt the Younger

	 

	State funeral for Nelson in St Paul’s

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1807

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Abolition of the slave trade in the British Empire






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1812

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1814

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Abdication of Napoleon

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1815

	 

	 

	 

	Emma Hamilton dies

	 

	Napoleon escapes from Elba Napoleon defeated at Waterloo and goes into exile

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1820

	 

	Death of George III

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 






	1821

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Death of Napoleon on St Helena
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CHAPTER ONE


What’s in a Name?





NELSON IS REMEMBERED FOR THE BATTLE OF TRAFALGAR. THE BATTLE itself was important to the British for two reasons. First, it by and large limited Napoleon’s ambitions to continental Europe. Second, as a result of it Britain dominated the world’s oceans, guaranteeing that the century to follow would be the most profitable in the country’s history. After 1805 the British were never seriously challenged in the vital supply lines – known as the sea lanes – connecting these islands with the rest of the world. So Trafalgar was an economic victory as well as a military one.


Nelson became famous and synonymous with Trafalgar because he was killed there. The battle was also cited as a supreme example of his tactical genius. In reality, his famous new plan of attack was not new, was anticipated by the enemy, the French, and – for reasons the admiral could not have anticipated – did not work.


As a naval victory, the Battle of Copenhagen was a far better example of Nelson’s tactical daring and showed his planning to far better effect. The fact that Trafalgar might well have gone the other way had one of the French admirals not deserted the fight out of contempt for his own commander-in-chief might rate as one of the more interesting ‘What If?’ discussions of naval history. The Nelson legend was created long before Trafalgar.


Once that battle was over and the nation held unlimited control of the sea lanes, Britain and its politicians no longer needed Nelson. Still his legend lives on. He had, after all, challenged the gods.


There is a British assumption that Nelson is the only story of Trafalgar – an assumption that is far from correct. However, there is no reason to tear down the vice admiral’s monument, the highest ever raised to an Englishman. For Nelson is certainly a worthy hero for the British. His remarkable abilities and the use he made of his own particular talent for manipulating naval warfare to his fleet’s advantage are second to none to the present day.


His ability to inspire his ships’ companies to achieve successes which, under a lesser officer, might have turned to catastrophe, has rarely been underestimated.


In the early twentieth century, there were Fisher,1 Jellicoe (the latter good at convoys and at governing New Zealand)2 and Beatty3. Then, with the second great war of the century, Cunningham4 and Pound5. Later, Le Fanu and Lewin6. None was a Nelson for none had the times. Naval warfare was hardly fashionable. The dashing officer was often regarded as a risk. Mountbatten saw himself as something special, and his men thought him so. Naval historians knew better.7


Moreover, by the time of the naval conflicts of the twentieth century (there were few major engagements after 1812) there were steel and steam at sea, bringing with them range, manipulation and manoeuvrability. Yet even in 1916 a government at war longed for a Trafalgar, a famous victory. Jutland was grand enough, but did not satisfy the masters ashore for it was not considered decisive. The nation could easily be persuaded to send its hurrahs to the British tars, but there was no Nelson to bring home in a barrel of drink. No admiral towered over the masses. None since Nelson is remembered today with public affection or even admiration. Indeed, many public heroes of the Great War are now among the least known, all but anonymous, remembered as those who fell amid a hail of crass decisions. It is the poets who are the named heroes. And in the Second World War? Only Montgomery’s image lives on – but probably not for much longer. No admiral’s does.8


So why do the events of 21 October 1805 stir such pride and emotion? First, the battle was conclusive. Second, because Trafalgar is now, and was then to those who waited in England, totally imaginable. Perhaps only five military events since Trafalgar have captured the imaginations of generations of British people who nonetheless never understood their consequences – Waterloo, the Charge of the Light Brigade, the Battle of Britain, El Alamein and Dunkirk. A victory has to have what the British understand by spirit, particularly in the face of near defeat. When that spirit is abroad an immortal memory is created. Trafalgar fulfilled the criterion of an inspired national occasion. Today, in the twenty-first century, only sportsmen and women can do that.


Furthermore, Trafalgar was a victory because it ended in a surrender, albeit that of a fool. It destroyed the heart of the French fleet and therefore England’s only serious maritime enemy. It ignored the brilliant and brave seamanship of the Spanish contingent. (It would take another decade before Bonaparte, too, succumbed to sense.) It told the British that they had indeed obeyed God’s command – as expressed in the words of James Thomson’s ‘Rule, Britannia’, to rule the waves – and that they would do so well into the following century.9


Most of all, in Nelson the British had someone who was to be the most long-lasting military hero in their history since the mythical Arthur. Not even the names of Marlborough10 or Wellington11 would conjure up such a potent image for so many for so long. Only Churchill’s, in modern times, might do that.12 Nelson was a perfect hero: brilliant, anti-establishment, romantic and – above all – victorious, especially in death. Here, then, was a figure whose deeds would earn him a place among the greatest in our history.


Then why was Trafalgar not all about Nelson? And how was it that another admiral, Cornwallis,13 who deserved as many laurels as Nelson, came to be largely forgotten, except by naval historians, and was not even invited to Nelson’s funeral? Why did that now-celebrated admiral, Collingwood, pointedly ignore his superior’s final command with such terrible consequences hours after the battle?14 Moreover, why was the most foolish genius of Europe, the Emperor Napoleon, such a powerful influence on the defeat of the Franco-Spanish fleet that late afternoon in October?


The answers to all these questions rest in the fact that the Battle of Trafalgar was partly a chance conclusion to a series of events which had started not early that autumn day just north of Gibraltar but four years before in Paris and London – particularly in Paris.


Horatio Nelson was born on 29 September 1758 at Burnham Thorpe in Norfolk. Later he preferred to call himself Horace. He was a sickly child. Many infants were sickly in those days. His mother, Catherine, the wife of Edmund Nelson, rector of Burnham Thorpe, was delivered of eleven children,15 three of whom died shortly after birth. In the eighteenth century, a child-mortality rate of 30 per cent or more raised few eyebrows.16 Another sailor, Rear Admiral Jeffrey Baron de Raigersfeld (of the Holy Roman Empire), born in the early spring of 1771, noted that his earliest memory was ‘… of my twin sisters, both of whom died whilst cutting their teeth …’17


Nelson was born during the year of the return of Halley’s comet, although that could hardly have been the only omen of conflict, let alone glory, abroad that year. Britain was at war and had been for two years. The so-called Seven Years War (1756–1763) was but a moment in the seemingly continuous conflict tearing continental Europe apart. On one side were Britain, Prussia and Hanover (Britain was ruled by a Hanoverian, the seventy-five-year-old George II) and on the other France, Austria, Russia, Sweden, Saxony and Spain.18 The war started when Frederick the Great of Prussia19 invaded Saxony in a bid for supremacy over that region. Britain became involved because France was. Although the commercial instincts of both French and British colonists would have led them to avoid such a conflict, the animosities and jealousies between these two nations in India and North America made fighting between them inevitable. This was the war in which Clive20 of India and General Wolfe21 are particularly remembered on the British side and Dupleix22 and Montcalm23 on the French.


The great events did not pass without remark in the rectory at Burnham Thorpe. Norfolk sent its sailors to the fleets and its soldier sons to the regiments. The church bells rang a few times and tolled a few others. Moreover, the Nelson family had parsons aplenty – going back three generations – and each took a serious view of the affairs of state, if little part in them. Two of Nelson’s brothers were parsons, as had been their paternal and maternal grandfathers. The latter was the distinguished prebendary Dr Maurice Suckling of Westminster. Two great-uncles and eight first cousins were in holy orders. It was Nelson’s mother, Catherine, who claimed the more distinguished quarterings. Her great-aunt had been a Walpole and – even more important to the Nelson social register – the sister of Sir Robert Walpole,24 England’s first prime minister. He was created Earl of Orford, with a splendid family seat at Houghton Hall, hardly a morning’s ride from Burnham Thorpe. There is no record of the Nelsons ever visiting the Hall. There is, however, evidence that they were invited to the home of the lesser Walpole, Lord Walpole of Wolterton. Here was an agreeable member of the gentry, though of little help to his cousin’s husband, the overburdened Reverend Nelson. The test of family came in 1767, when Catherine Nelson died.


The family had little money and, it would seem, the rector little fortitude. Horatio Nelson was nine. He had received some education as a boarder at the Royal Grammar School, Norwich, but he had few prospects. The Walpole cousins did not come to the rescue, but Catherine Nelson’s brothers did. One of the five sons, Maurice, was found a post in the Customs and Navy Office where his uncle, William Suckling, held a senior appointment.25 However, even Uncle William could only find a place for one customs clerk, and so the rector’s hopes lodged with his other brother-in-law, Captain Maurice Suckling, Royal Navy. Maurice Suckling was rather grand in the family’s terms. He had had a good war against the French, gained a comfortable inheritance from his late father and made a suitable marriage to Lord Walpole’s daughter, Mary. Between them the couple were related to most of the Norfolk families who mattered in regional society and also to quite a few with broader connections and influences. Through this web of close and not-so-close relatives, Nelson would have been able, at a push and through a distant seventeenth-century line, to trace family to the Earl of St Albans, Henry Jermyn, after whom Jermyn Street in London’s St James’s is named. Edmund Nelson, in dubious health himself, was more interested in the present for his immediate family.


The eldest daughter, Susannah, who had come into a bit of money through a legacy, was to be married off to a rich merchant and settled comfortably at Wells-next-the-Sea. Her sister, Anne, would not fare so well. The father of her illegitimate child abandoned her, and she died young. The third daughter, Catherine, still a small child, remained happy enough and was of no immediate concern to Captain Suckling. Then there were the sons.


The eldest, Maurice, apparently not such a good clerk, got into debt. William was sent into the Church – always a good proposition with the Nelsons. Edmund went to work for Susannah’s husband. The youngest lad, baptized Suckling, became a wastrel and so was sent up to Christ’s College, Cambridge and thence into the Church. He was never preferred. This left Horatio – named after the celebrated Walpoles. He chose to call himself Horace, like the famous literary figure of that family, also baptized Horatio.26


Horatio was removed from Norwich and sent to the Sir William Paston’s School at North Walsham run by John Price Jones, a Welsh preacher known for sound classics teaching and regular floggings. None of this dampened the boy’s initiative. When he spotted in the Norfolk Chronicle that his uncle, Maurice Suckling, was to command the former French ship Raisonnable, Horatio pestered his elder brother to write to their father, then taking a cure at Bath, telling him his son wanted to go to sea with Suckling. The captain, a good-natured fellow, agreed to take Nelson as a midshipman as well as an obvious weakling. He is often quoted as remarking that ‘… the first time we go into action a cannon-ball may knock off his head and provide for him at once …’ The comment has appeared consistently in the Nelson folk-story since it first appeared four years after his death, and may contain some truth. It matters not. A shot quite smaller than a cannonball would eventually do for him, but not before Nelson had made a lasting name for himself.


On a bitter Chatham day in January 1771, the twelve-year-old Nelson joined his first ship as midshipman – a sort of cadet officer. Here was Suckling’s valuable act of nepotism. Many would-be officers appeared in the ship’s articles lower down the social and naval scale, as able seaman or captain’s servant – a recognized rank that was one step towards gaining a commission. Nelson’s appointment gave him immediate seniority, in contravention of the naval regulations.27


In theory, none should be signed on as a midshipman unless he had been three years at sea. There were, however, ways of circumventing this regulation. The simplest was to have a relative who was captain of a ship enter a lad in the vessel’s articles for three years before he actually joined. An example would be Tom Cochrane28 who, from the age of five, had been entered in the ship’s company by his uncle. Cochrane joined the navy in his teens and immediately assumed senior rank. The opportunity was not wasted on him, and he rose to command the North American and West Indies station, though not before being cashiered for fraud in 1814 and commanding both the Chilean (1817–1822) and Brazilian (1823–1825) navies.


Even though Nelson did sign on as a captain’s servant in his next ship, the Triumph, and as able seaman in the Seahorse, he on both occasions reverted to midshipman. Not all midshipmen were promoted. We have an image of pink-faced youngsters, not yet teenagers, in grown-up uniforms and with dirks at their waists, but some of them were still midshipmen in their thirties and forties. There are recorded cases where midshipmen had barely time to be promoted before retiring. The six years’ sea time necessary before trying for a lieutenant’s examination did not mean midshipmen would pass. Equally, there were many occasions when a young man who had been successful, even promoted, would be unable to find a berth. There was nothing new in this. In fact, even in more modern times with the decline in, for example, the American merchant fleet, there were many occasions when someone captaining a ship one year might find himself sailing as an able seaman the next because there were so few seafaring jobs to be had.


In a modern warship there might be a couple of midshipmen. In the Victory, a three-decker, there could have been as many as twenty. They would have been expected to arrive on board with everything they needed. The navy provided neither uniforms nor instruments. The midshipmen berthed together, in cramped conditions, but had the advantage of the freedom of the quarterdeck to take air and exercise. This was the only recognition of their status on board. Any one of them, however, stepping too far out of line would be reminded that he could be publicly punished, including a flogging. The midshipman, whatever his ambition, never forgot his place in maritime society.


So what were the sailors like in the navy Nelson had joined? If we know that, we shall get a much better idea of what it would have been like for him on that long haul to Trafalgar.




1 John (Jackie) Arbuthnot Fisher, first Baron Fisher of Kilverstone (1841–1920).


2 John Rushworth Jellicoe, first Earl Jellicoe (1859–1935).


3 David Beatty, first Earl Admiral of the Fleet and First Sea Lord (1871–1937).


4 Andrew Browne Cunningham, first Viscount Cunningham of Hyndhope (1883–1963).


5 Sir Dudley Pickman Rogers Pound, Admiral of the Fleet and First Sea Lord (1877–1943).


6 Sir Michael Le Fanu, Admiral of the Fleet (1913–1970); Sir Terence Lewin (1920–1999), Admiral of the Fleet, later Baron Lewin of Greenwich.


7 Louis Francis Albert Victor Nicholas Mountbatten, first Earl Mountbatten of Burma (1900–1979).


8 Bernard Law Montgomery, Viscount of Alamein (1887–1976).


9 James Thomson (1700–1748), Edinburgh-educated writer who in 1740 wrote the words of ‘Rule Britannia’ for his and David Mallet’s (1705–1765) masque, Alfred.


10 John Churchill, first Duke of Marlborough (1650–1722).


11 Arthur Wellesley, first Duke of Wellington (1769–1852).


12 Sir Winston Leonard Spencer Churchill (1874–1965), British prime minister who led the country to victory in the Second World War.


13 Sir William Cornwallis (1744–1819), commander, English Channel Fleet during the blockade of Brest prior to the Battle of Trafalgar and during Bonaparte’s efforts to build an invasion fleet.


14 Baron Cuthbert Collingwood (1750–1810), Nelson’s deputy at Trafalgar.


15 Edmund Nelson (1722–1802); Catherine Nelson (1725–1767).


16 There is no census figure until 1801. The combined population of England and Wales at the time of Nelson’s birth was about 6.6 million. The population growth rate was fewer than 600,000 a year. By the end of the century, the growth rate was more than a million, due in no small measure to a reduction in child deaths. For some limited figures see, Tranter, T., Population since the Industrial Revolution: the case of England and Wales (London: Croom Helm, 1973).


17 Jeffrey Raigersfeld (1771–1844), son of an Austrian diplomat he spent sixty-three years in England, retiring as a Rear Admiral.


18 George II (1683–1760), reigned 1727–1760.


19 Frederick the Great (1712–1786).


20 Robert Clive, first Baron Clive of Plassey (1725–1774) played a key role in the development of the East India Company.


21 James Wolfe (1727–1759) died during their successful battle against the French at the Heights of Abraham, Quebec.


22 Joseph François Dupleix (1697–1763).


23 Lieutenant-General Louis Montcalm, Marquis de Montcalm (1712–1759).


24 Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745) Britain’s first prime minister (1721–1742).


25 His position must have brought him a good income for he was said to have lived in some style in Kentish Town, in those days in the countryside away from London.


26 Horace Walpole (1717–1797), Sir Robert’s fourth son and fourth Earl of Orford, although he never took his seat in the Lords. Author of the then popular novel The Castle of Otranto.


27 See Admiralty papers, 6 Series, National Archives (formerly Public Records Office).


28 Tom Cochrane (1775–1860). Later Admiral Lord Thomas Cochrane.






















CHAPTER TWO


Of Ships, Men and Mutiny





THE MANPOWER STRUCTURE OF THE ROYAL NAVY IN THE LATE eighteenth century would be recognizable to the modern sailor. The ranks and rates1 are more or less the same as they are today, although such appointments as captain’s servant, purser and master have disappeared.2 At the bottom of the naval pile were the seamen, those with some experience, and landmen, those with none. The most junior rates were those of the boys, recognized by the navy since 1794 and given certain grades. Boys third class were seamen under the age of fifteen. (The grade of boy seaman survived into the second half of the twentieth century and included some individuals of a similar age.) The fifteen- to eighteen-year-olds were known as boys second class and the men under training to be sea officers as boys first class. The landman (after the late 1790s usually called a landsman) was someone with absolutely no experience. He had come straight from the land, maybe attracted by a bounty for joining, yet his like often made up at least a third of the ship’s company. The bounty had, by 1805, risen to thirty shillings (approximately £77 today). However, a local community such as a city with seafaring connections might also offer a bounty of as much as ten, often twenty times that amount. Entry into the navy was very attractive at these rates, although what kind of value the landman offered is difficult to judge. Naturally, his lack of sea time made him unpopular with regular sailors, who sometimes regarded landmen as rogues and thieves.


There were also, aboard ships, the quota men. These took their name from the 1795 Quota Act whereby civic leaders had to produce a certain quota of sailors. For example, the seaport of Bristol was ordered to fetch the navy 666 men. In 1795, London had a quota of 5,704, which it apparently met. The Cinque Port of Rye had one of ninety and Falmouth of twenty-one. The word in the ships was that many of these quota men were the drunks and dregs of the towns and cities who had been turned out by the magistrates and sent to sea. No wonder many officers believed that the 1797 mutineers had been organized by quota men.


Then came the ordinary seaman. He was an unskilled but useful sailor who was able to learn. The next in line was the able seaman, who, as the title suggests, was more than useful and able to carry out most ordinary duties. Up to this level it is very likely that the assessment of the ship’s general manager, the first lieutenant, was reasonably impartial. Most of the new recruits would have been strangers, and the first lieutenant needed to know exactly who could do what and how well. There was little room for favouritism at a hundred feet above deck, handing in a sail that weighed literally a ton, with the ship heeling into a force-nine gale. Above the level of able seaman there was an element of patriotism, capriciousness and luck – both good and bad. An able seaman might become a mate – that is, deputy – to a petty officer (literally, ‘small officer’, from the French petit). This group included, for example, the boatswain’s mate and the quartermaster’s mate or quarter gunners as the gunners’ mates were known. Petty officers were the most junior of the non-commissioned officers. A leading seaman (often known as a killick from his badge of rank, the small anchor of that name) was the equivalent of a corporal in the army. The petty officer was of similar rank to an army sergeant. However, there was no guarantee that a man would remain a petty officer. Apart from the obvious reason for being de-rated – for a misdemeanour – he might be transferred to another ship only to find himself lowly rated by the first lieutenant, and not always because of his degree of competence. There might not be a berth for his rate. Off to another ship, and the erstwhile able seaman might become a petty officer’s mate. The most senior of the non-commissioned officers were the warrant officers, the chief cooks, the masters-at-arms (the ship’s policemen), the gunners and, above them all, the boatswains (bosuns) and sailing masters.


There is a further anomaly to be remembered. Though the ratings were in the navy and subject to naval discipline, they had been recruited not by the navy but by the vessel. Unlike the officers, the ratings belonged not to the navy as a whole but only to the ship. They were included among the ship’s company in the muster book but were not listed in Admiralty records.


Officers, on the other hand, were very much employees of the navy and were trained by the navy, albeit almost exclusively at sea. There was but one naval college – Portsmouth. For this reason the naval officers of Nelson’s time were usually referred to as sea officers. The most junior officer of command, the lieutenant, was required to have spent a minimum of six years at sea under training before he could even be considered for an appointment. Sea-time qualification did not mean promotion. Thus the surest route to a commission was either as a captain’s servant or, more likely – like Nelson – as a midshipman. An officer’s son could join as early as eleven, but others had to wait until they were thirteen, which led many to falsify their records of service. If these seem early ages, it might be remembered that well into the second half of the twentieth century the Royal Navy enrolled cadets at its Dartmouth training college, Britannia, at four and a half.


There has long been a joke about the navy having more admirals than ships. In Nelson’s time there were certainly more flag ranks than any other kind of officer. For example, there were nine different levels of admiral but only three commissioned ranks below that: captain, commander and, the most junior, lieutenant. Although England had had a navy for centuries before Trafalgar, the system of awarding ranks to officers in a constructive way dated only from the mid-1600s. The expansion of the navy had led to the splitting of the fleet into a system of threes, rather in the way that the army has three companies to a battalion, three battalions to a regiment and so on. In the mid seventeenth century the navy had been formed into three divisions with each one consisting of three squadrons.


Each division was given a colour, that of the most senior being red, that of the next white and that of the least senior blue. Thus we read of an officer being admiral of the red, he who would have been senior to an admiral of the white or of the blue. At sea, the degree of seniority was easily recognizable from the ensign flown by a particular division. Thus the senior ships would fly the red command flag at top mast.3 There was also a red ensign. This was a red flag with the Union flag appearing in the top left-hand corner that came to be flown at the stern. Although the composition of the Union flag has changed, this is exactly the same red ensign that is flown by British-registered merchant vessels today. Junior admirals flew either white or blue command flags. Today, the blue ensign is flown by vessels of the navy’s Royal Fleet Auxiliary and any commanded by a warrant holder of the Royal Naval Sailing Association while the white ensign, a white flag with a St George’s Cross and the union emblem in the top left-hand corner, is now flown by Royal Navy vessels and other vessels commanded by a member of the Royal Yacht Squadron.


The flag system was a bit antiquated, having been useful in the mid seventeenth century but proving less so in the closing days of the eighteenth. There were plenty of admirals to fly flags of almost any hue. There were nine different types, thanks to the colour system. The most senior of them all was the Admiral of the Fleet. (This rank or appointment existed until the end of the twentieth century.) There were then about sixty full admirals, that is, twenty each of the red, white and blue. Beneath them were about the same number of vice admirals, and beneath those officers the same number of rear admirals. Not all the admirals had seagoing jobs or even important posts of any kind. Many would go on half pay and could still be promoted, even as they lay dying of old age. Not a few spent their times ashore in this way, never expecting to be called for sea duties for the rest of their lives but still expecting promotion. Though it may seem bizarre, an admiral could be recalled to sea in his seventies.


Below these flag officers (the term came from their ensigns) were the captains and the superficially more senior commodores. Commodores were temporary appointments, the office holder being a senior captain in command of a squadron of ships. This appointment to commodore continues to the present time, when a commodore may have to revert to captain although he may eventually be promoted to the substantive rank of rear admiral. In Nelson’s day the number of captains and commodores might have been anything between 650 and 800. Beneath these officers there were 500–600 commanders and, finally – the most numerous of all the commissioned officers – more than 3,000 lieutenants.


The permanent ranks were the sea officers, the only sailors to hold the monarch’s commission – hence the term commissioned officer. Others, almost exclusively junior officers such as masters and surgeons, held warrants – hence warrant officers – from the Navy Board.


Warrant officers included the sailing masters, surgeons, pursers, boatswains, carpenters, gunners, instructor officers (schoolmasters or ‘schoolies’) and chaplains. The last were beginning to enjoy an improved status by the time of Trafalgar. Until almost the end of the eighteenth century chaplains were seen as no-hopers with little knowledge of theology and not much learning. Their lot did not improve dramatically until well after 1805. There is some evidence to suggest that this view of clergymen was not confined to ships’ parsons. It was not until later in the century that a proper clerical profession began to emerge.


Nelson literally grew up between the ages of twelve and twenty in some of the harshest conditions that could be set before a youth brought up in the relative comfort of Burnham Thorpe rectory. The draughts and strict rector’s rules must have been as nothing compared to the hardships he would now face in his uncle’s ship, with worse to follow.


To paraphrase the cynical Dr Johnson,4 to be in a late-eighteenth-century man of war was to be in jail with the added chance of drowning. Many sailors shared Johnson’s view of the navy but, unlike him, had no choice in the matter. They were, of course, victims of the press gangs, the impress service. The navy was forever concerned about the manning of ships, particularly in wartime. There was always a supply of officers. In peacetime, many of those could be, and were, sent ashore on so-called half pay (which was always less than that). With few exceptions they longed for war to be declared in order to get back to sea. This offered them their only chance of promotion and financial reward – mostly through taking ships and sharing the prize money involved.


Capturing enemy ships and sharing in the value of their cargoes, even of the vessels themselves, had for some time been a formal part of warfare. Towards the end of the sixteenth century the English had set up an Admiralty court, part of its function being to judge whether a prize was lawful and had been lawfully taken. At the beginning of that century, English statements of law had been quite clear. No prize ships should be seized unless their capture was legally justified. A distinction was drawn between capturing a ship, its crew and its cargo in peacetime and doing so in wartime. It might now seem obvious that if Britain had, for example, been at war with Spain, it would have been fine for a British warship to capture a Spanish merchant vessel, especially one with supplies destined for its country’s war effort. But what if a ship belonging to a neutral country and heading for an enemy port were to be intercepted by the Royal Navy? Would it have been lawful for that neutral ship to be confiscated, along with its crew and cargoes? Furthermore, it was not until the 1600s that what we would call a proper navy started to appear. Until that century, navies were quite often a collection of opportunists, mercenaries (we might call them pirates or corsairs) and assorted individuals who happened to join up with ships commissioned by the monarch. It was quite normal for a fleet to go into a battle with as many as 70 per cent of the ships on its side having private interests. Anything such vessels captured was theirs.


It is easy to see how the formality of war introduced the idea of prize-taking. Apart from the money – sometimes a lot of it – to both officers and men the tactical and strategic value of that kind of action could be overwhelming. An enemy garrison holding out for want of food supplies or a harbour-bound fleet needing bullion to pay for its stores and cannonballs could easily be thrown into a desperate situation if the supply ship – even from a neutral country like America – was intercepted. The formal and legal aspects of a case were not neglected. The judge of the High Court of Admiralty during Nelson’s time was William, Lord Stowell.5 He was a Middle Temple judge. Stowell was adamant that the legalities surrounding the capture of ships should not be flouted. There was, for example, a document consisting thirty-two questions to be answered, known as the standing interrogatories. When a naval captain captured a merchant ship, each of the questions had to be put to her master and officers. An important point was to establish the master’s sympathies. For example, if a captain was American but had lived for twenty years in Spain, he might be suspect. So the first question to be put to the master was ‘Where were you born?’ Then came ‘Where have you lived for these seven years last past?’ and ‘Where do you now live? How long have you lived in that place?’ followed by ‘To what prince or state, or to whom are you, or have you ever been, a subject and of what cities or towns have you been admitted a burgher or freeman?’ This was only part of the first of the thirty-two questions.


Also, the agent of the prize ship could contest an Admiralty ruling. After all, there was so much at stake. Acts of Parliament were passed to define the legal strength of a prize-ship gain. There was so much opportunity for corruption in the handing out of the proceeds and so many interdepartmental jealousies that around the time of Trafalgar new law was continually being drafted and redrafted. It was certainly the case that any money from a ship would go to the government and its agents, to lawyers of course, and to the captain and ship’s company of the vessel that had captured it (which was why, even in battle, a captain might be seen strapping his vessel to a prize ship for fear of losing a small fortune). However, some of the money – a little over 1½ per cent – would be paid to the treasurer of Greenwich Hospital, and in the Act of 1806 there was an order that 3⅓ per cent should go to the charity administered by Greenwich Hospital, known as the Chatham Chest, so that it could extend and increase allowances to ‘Persons maimed or hurt, or otherwise disabled in the Service of their Country’. The implications of these legalities and restrictions were not lost on the sailors at sea.


Even in 1805, when Nelson was planning what he hoped to be the downfall of Villeneuve,6 he was sometimes to be found frantically writing letters to the Admiralty in support of claims within his squadrons for the distribution of prize money. A captain might capture a merchant ship, but, as Nelson pointed out, if he did so while being a subordinate commander to an admiral, might not the admiral benefit from the prize? We should not think that such matters were above the heads of the ratings on deck. They, too, would raise a bigger cheer when a prize ship was captured as opposed to a warship. Indeed, it was one of the incentives for joining the service. It was understandable that a seaman, who could hardly have enjoyed living in the wretched conditions on board ship, should have hoped for a share in a taken merchantman. Equally, this was not likely to appear in the pamphlets of the press gang, although the prospect of prizes certainly appeared in leaflets posted by individual captains desperate to attract crews.


Ratings were always harder to find, especially, in wartime. The obvious source of extra sailors was the fishing fleets – though these were needed – and the merchant navy. The latter group was just as professional in seafaring terms. The Royal Navy was, on balance, a better place to serve in peacetime, despite the fact that a sailor could be trapped in a ship and not get home for years. The pay was marginally higher, although it rarely came through when it was due. There was a slightly better prospect of promotion, so pay rises were more likely – even though the money was often held back. Work was less onerous because there were more sailors in a warship than in a merchantman of a similar size. At the same time, it was a stricter environment, although this is not to detract from the merchant skipper’s talents for brutality. So it should not seem surprising that the harsh naval discipline was often no great deterrent to the eighteenth-century seafarer. Moreover, there was always that hope of prize money. The British sailor has always been an optimist. There was a further reason for not wanting to join the navy: the prospect of being killed.


Not surprisingly, the navy was never able to maintain its wartime manning figures from peacetime complements. Therefore, unlike the army, it would send out the press gangs to bring back sailors physically. If this sounds unspeakably offensive to all social mores, the press gang might be seen in the light of the wars of the twentieth century. During both world wars there were similar manpower shortages, which led the government to conscript as many civilians as possible. The eighteenth-and nineteenth-century press gangs did not possess these twentieth-century powers. In fact, there is something of a myth surrounding the power of the press gang.


The role of the gang was not, as is popularly supposed, to nobble any likely lad, ply him with drink and the king’s shilling and make sure that when he awoke it was on the lower deck of one of His Majesty’s 74-gun ships of the line. The press were entitled only to take sailors, not civilians. The navy could only use the gangs to capture naval deserters – men who were sailors anyway – and to seek volunteers, whether seamen or civilians. It is this last role that has created the notion than none was safe from the naval recruiter loitering by the inns of England. However, even the legitimate role of taking sailors for the duration of a war was not always clear-cut. After all, how did a press-gang lieutenant know who was and who was not an ex-sailor? Moreover, what was a sailor when he was ashore and had been for some years? Was he still a sailor and therefore a legitimate quarry? One opinion in 1800, seems to clarify the matter. Or does it?




in every case of pressing, every man must be very sorry for the act, and for the necessity which gives rise to it. It ought, therefore, to be exercised with great moderation and only upon the most cogent necessity. And though it be a legal power, it may, like many others, be abused in the exercise of it … Persons liable must come purely within the description of … seafaring men etc. He therefore who is not within the description, does not come within this usage.7





That seemed very clear, although there were those who argued that it was wrong that a man who had long ago given up a life at sea should have to return. Some were clearly exempt: for example, an indentured craft apprentice would be safe from the impressment. So, too, was a man who had a particular type of employment, perhaps on the rivers and estuaries, in the pay of Trinity House, an institution which, since the sixteenth century, had been responsible for the laying and keeping of lights and the buoyage system.8


Ironically, by an Act passed in the reign of Elizabeth I,9 Trinity House was also charged with increasing the numbers of men in the navy. Dockyard mateys, the essential workers in the royal yards responsible for building and maintaining warships, were also exempt. However, a question could easily arise as to what really was a dockyard job and what was not. Could a casual worker be pressed? Certainly a man who owned a freehold could not be – but might his freehold be as bogus as the American citizenship that could be bought in the eighteenth century for a dollar a time? These doubts and readings of the law meant that anyone who claimed exemption would do well to apply for a certificate from the Commissioners of the Admiralty. That certificate, which would include a physical description of the civilian in question, would be shown to the press gang and, with luck, would allow him to pass by. Forged versions could, of course, be had cheaply. The lieutenant in charge of the press had therefore to exercise good judgement when at work. He would know full well that the law would not always stand by his actions if they seemed unreasonable, particularly as there was no strong legal – and certainly no public – support for the press gang. This last point was so relevant to the work of the press that it could be difficult, sometimes impossible, to get the local magistrate to sign a warrant. Furthermore, it was not unusual for an officer of the press gang to be prosecuted for assault. Test cases never proved the press illegal, but that did not mean the gangs were free to act as they wished.


A further weakness in the system was that the lieutenant was often on some form of productivity bonus. This encouraged him to produce quantity rather than quality. The latter being in the best of circumstances difficult to come by, the system was often corrupt, rarely achieved its aims and was usually controversial.


In truth, the press gang made good legend and fine cartoons, but rarely economic recruiting officers. It proved more successful in its secondary role, which was that of officially sanctioned piracy. A press-gang boat would intercept a merchantman, board her and take off all crew other than master, mates and apprentice boys (trainee mates). A skeleton crew would then be put aboard to bring the stripped ship into port. It was not always an easy business because some of the sailors aboard merchantmen were likely to be armed and to fire upon the navy’s impress boat, usually a small vessel. Not a few naval ratings were killed, and many merchant sailors escaped.


The subject of press gangs was clearly an embarrassment to the eighteenth-century authorities and as controversial as the call-up has proved in more recent times. Certainly, impressment was regarded as legal and few who would have challenged that opinion had the resources to take the subject to law. The foundation of the precedent in common law was laid down in the fourteenth century, and was invoked in legal opinion – such was the sensitive nature of impressment. The Crown, it was successfully argued, had the right within precedent and parliamentary Act to impress men to go to sea in the monarch’s name. The legality of the press gang was balanced in the warrant issued by the Admiralty Commissioners. During the early 1740s the Admiralty was forced to check and re-check its legal standing. The opinion was that impressment was defined as legal under common law; certainly no emergency powers were invoked to enforce the practice. There was also concern within Admiralty circles that a pressed man might never be a loyal sailor.


Britain was not alone in the difficulty of finding enough ships, and men to man them, during wartime. On balance, the British were more successful in getting almost enough of both. This was partly a surprise, because the nation’s traditional enemy, France, appeared to have a more structured and a more easily enforced system for arranging these matters. The Inscription Maritime set out the concept of a register of sailors and maritime workers. However, it was never workable because the French people rejected it, and in the seventeenth century the monarchy had no means of establishing such a record without the assistance of its subjects. The idea was nonetheless a sound one. There were plenty of names on the register. But barely more than a quarter of those listed ever reported for duty, even though the system was a compulsory one. The French have always demonstrated a resistance to bureaucracy, at whatever level and in whatever century. It took a revolution and a Napoleonic resolve to make a form of conscription work in the French navy. Even then, the pressure had to be intense for men and ships to put to sea on the scale demanded by the emperor. These sailors did not always fight well. They sometimes had little stomach for the event, as we shall see to have been the case with the French commander at Trafalgar, Vice Admiral Pierre Charles de Villeneuve, who should never have been at Trafalgar nor even a seagoing admiral.


The events leading to the war between Britain and France and subsequently the Battle of Trafalgar gave ample warning of what was to come and of how many sailors were needed to man the navy. The fighting started because the rest of Europe, Britain included, believed that Bonaparte could – and probably would – export the French Revolution.


On 1 February 1793, France declared war. In August of that year, Admiral Hood10 commanded combined British squadrons off Toulon, the French Mediterranean naval base. In 1794, Jervis11 commanded the West Indies station against French possessions and the French fleet. In the same year, Howe12 achieved a spectacular victory against a French fleet of twenty-six vessels off Ushant in the English Channel. The battle became known as the Glorious First of June, for an obvious reason. In 1797, as well as recovering from the Spithead and Nore mutinies, the navy had celebrated victories, namely Jervis’s off Cape St Vincent and Duncan’s13 off Camperdown. The latter, against the Dutch fleet, effectively put paid to Irish hopes of rebellion which, until that point, had been real enough. In August 1798, Nelson was at the Nile. Copenhagen, in 1801, and Trafalgar were still to come. The navy was busy. Many of its ships were at sea for two or three years. From this alone we can see why Britain was in need of ships and – above all – sailors to man them.


In 1793 the British navy had 69,868 men and boys on its pay book, 50,000 more than in the previous year. By the time of Trafalgar in 1805, there were 109,205 ‘born for pay’. We should be wary of giving exact figures for this period. Often the numbers of ships and men did not tally with official and semi-official reports. Moreover, to gather the significance of numbers of ships and numbers of men we have to question the sources of this accounting. For one thing, there was no census in Britain until 1801, so we cannot possibly know with any accuracy the percentage of able-bodied men serving in the navy. Port authorities could not be relied upon to maintain an analysis of the numbers of ships for the Register General of Shipping, which was only established in 1786. More specifically, the Admiralty, while having a good record of its own ships together with their officers, did not always keep a check on the ships’ companies. When an officer went ashore on leave, his name would still be somewhere on the books. However, once a rating was able to do the same he was discharged with no record of him necessarily being kept, for – remember – he had been recruited by the ship, not by the navy.


Furthermore, the fact that Parliament might vote so many thousand sailors did not mean that there were that many sailors. For example, a ship might be voted a crew of 800, the number generally recognized as being required to man that size and type of vessel, yet the muster book, the document containing the names and rates of the members of the ship’s company, would often show far fewer. In fact, at the Battle of Trafalgar, some of Nelson’s vessels, including his own flagship, the Victory, were seriously undermanned. Some had only 60 per cent of their required ship’s company.


When a new sailor, whether Midshipman Nelson or Ordinary Seaman Whoever, arrived on board, nothing was arranged in quite the sure nautical Bristol fashion we might imagine. Even in the twentieth century it was common for a vessel calling at, say, Port Said to be boarded by bumboatmen with all sorts of wares and goods to sell to the crew. So no surprises, then, when we find that before Nelson’s ship sailed it too would have resembled a veritable street market of touts and traders. Wives and whores would be tending to the cares of the off-duty sailors – and here we have the origin of the cry ‘Show a leg!’ First thing in the forenoon the bosun’s mate, with his rope’s end, would turn to the hands in port with that call. A leg would be displayed over the side of the hammock. A sharp bosun would be able to tell a matelot’s from a doxy’s, or even a powder monkey. Powder monkeys were boys who carried the powder from the lower stores to the guns and whose age would rarely have reached double figures. Many women were also known to sail with ships.


Old sores do not heal hardships. Robert Southey, in his biography of Nelson published in 1813, noted: ‘The sea-boy has to endure physical hardship, and the privation of every comfort, even sleep. Nelson had a feeble body and an affectionate heart, and he remembered through his life his first days of wretchedness in the service’.


It is tempting to remark that times were different and that people then were used to terrible conditions, whatever their walk of life. However, conditions afloat were horrendous by whatever standard we choose. Flogging was an everyday form of punishment for apparently small misdemeanours. It took place ashore – even more severely in the army – and publicly. All punishments, whether minor or capital, were carried out in public. Deprivation was nothing unusual. Vagabonds and yeomen, sluts and maidens all struggled with poor diets, often pernicious laws and frequently ill health. A ship was a small town and its population a cross-section of all the characters to be found close by any tavern or pew. The captain was the squire, often the laird, while the able hand was at best the yeoman but often something worse. Rules and laws designed to protect villagers were often set aside by the personal intervention of the local authority and magistrate. Aboard ship, the captain was authority. The bosuns and, later, the masters-at-arms, kept order, or did their level best to do so. A ship was a contained society in which the ferment of unrest could spread like a small plague. Thus there could not be any slackening of discipline. The captain’s word was law, and often above the written law. Admiralty regulations and the forerunner of the Naval Discipline Act laid down clear rules as to how men should behave and the punishment they might expect if these were ignored. A captain who had difficulty in maintaining order would frequently exceed the punishment tables. For example, the regulations insisted that no more than twelve lashes could be ordered as a summary punishment. There were many backs bared for thrice that amount.


At the time of Nelson – say, the late 1790s – sailors lived under the 1749 Naval Discipline Act (NDA) which included the thirty-six Articles of War. This was not all about discipline and what happened if it were infringed. It provided for the welfare of the officers and ratings, even if the captain did become a dictator once the vessel had put to sea. Most severely, the Act stipulated capital punishment for anyone who mutinied, deserted, resorted to cowardice or failed to press home the function of ship and weapons against the enemy. No one, however senior, was immune to the consequences of contravening the NDA. For example, six years after the Act went on to the statute book Admiral John Byng14 was shot for having failed to attack the French when sent to relieve the British garrison at Minorca. Ratings could be flogged on the quarterdeck. Senior rates, that is, non-commissioned officers and commissioned officers, would not suffer summary punishment but would be sentenced by court martial. As in Byng’s case, the court or quarterdeck could mete out punishments that were just as severe, including that of being flogged alongside every ship in the entire fleet. As the prisoner was brought alongside, the bosun’s mate of the ship in question went into the boat and flogged him. The boat would then move on to the next ship, where that vessel’s bosun’s mate waited. Few if any of the prisoners flogged around the fleet ever recovered fully from the ordeal. They were, literally, broken men.


Fire and a breakdown in discipline were feared even more than the French fleet. Once discipline was lost, then so was the ship. A ship’s society was tough in an even tougher environment. A further complication was the number of ratings pressed into service from among the roughest classes. The only way to control such additions to the ship’s company was through the strictest enforcement of discipline. Today we would use the term zero tolerance. However, not all officers had the brilliance of a Collingwood, a St Vincent, a Nelson or a Cornwallis when it came to man management. The lesser officers, among them some very young midshipmen, imposed terrible penalties either to counterbalance their own inadequacies or simply because they enjoyed the power of being able to deal harshly with ‘men under punishment’. A whole watch of men might be flogged simply because another vessel had outperformed their ship in some sailing manoeuvre. If this appears bizarre, it might be remembered that the navy actually had a reputation for being a juster and less brutal service than the army. Even so, there were numerous cases of men ignoring the potentially dreadful consequences of stepping out of line to complain and even to petition a higher authority about the brutalities of their officers. Mutinies were sometimes provoked by brutality, but mainly they arose from a desire for better conditions.


Among the mutineers’ demands was that of a living wage. Naval pay had not risen since Charles ll’s15 time, 140 years earlier. An able seaman earned about £14 a year (£720 at today’s values), assuming he remained at sea throughout that period. From that amount would be deducted donations to the Chatham Chest and to the running of Greenwich Hospital.16


Sometimes ratings were refused their pay. A sailor could transfer to another ship while still being owed wages from his last one. The idea was that a man would not leave the navy if he were owed money. This worked, to some extent. There were also cases where a sailor claimed he was owed money from a number of ships when he was not. The navy also had an excuse for poor payment. In those days before banking facilities a ship had to pay sailors in cash. This meant that the purser (later known as the pusser) was required to have cash and all the books balanced, which they rarely were. It was not uncommon for a sailor not to have been paid for a couple of years, in a few cases for a decade, because the vessels had not returned home, the only source of English money. Nelson, for example, had been at sea for more or less two years before Trafalgar.


If the pay system was less than adequate, so then was the food supply. Victualling regulations were older than pay scales. Although times had changed, views on how to fill a sailor’s stomach had not. There was no shortage of food, but what was available was simply in an appalling state, and the dishonesty of the chandlers who supplied it hardly helped. Keeping foodstuffs in a reasonably edible condition was an enormous task and one many ships failed to get to grips with. Even the names given to shipboard food hardly stirred appetites. The staple diet was burgoo (sometimes known as loblolly) a porridge to which almost anything might be added. The weakened, cheaper, version of this, with maybe some meat dropped into it, was called skilly. Another version, a sort of drink, was called skillygalee. Some sailors actually liked it. The best hope for food improvements came through ships’ surgeons who needed nourishment for their patients. However, major improvements came with inventions. So the navy had to wait for nearly a decade after Trafalgar before the appearance of canning and tinned foods, including vegetables and, most famously, beef. This was named after the French dish, boeuf bouilli, and so became bully beef.17


It is little wonder that sailors mutinied for better pay and conditions. However, despite the two particularly significant mutinous occasions which had long-term repercussions, it might be noted that between the early 1790s and the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815 hundreds of uprisings took place. They were like earthquakes; some were catastrophic, while others hardly registered on the scale of naval discipline, often being no more than insurrections on the part of a handful of men or even an individual. A terrible beating or an occasional hanging was all that followed.


Among the more extreme cases was the mutiny best known to us today, mutiny on the Bounty in 1789. More important to the navy were the two uprisings of the spring of 1797 that became known as the Great Mutinies: those at Spithead and the Nore. These were followed in the autumn by a third, when the captain of the Hermione was murdered by the ship’s company and the vessel handed to the Spanish.


In April 1797 – the year, incidentally, Nelson lost his right arm at Santa Cruz – the Channel fleet had been at its Spithead moorings off Portsmouth, sixteen big ships and some others commanded by Admiral Lord Bridport (Admiral Hood)18 flying his flag in the Queen Charlotte. On the fifteenth of the month, at the unlikely signal of cheering from the sailors, the fleet mutinied. This was the fleet designated as guardian in the event of an attack from France. The incident was no small matter. The sailors had a list of complaints: better conditions, better wages, better food and, importantly, better treatment for sailors when they fell ill and particularly when they were wounded. This last point is not without considerable significance. The sailors’ lot was not a happy one.


Very quickly the Admiralty agreed to most – though not all – of their demands. The sailors received a pardon for their actions, which showed how seriously the naval authorities took their grievances, and also more wages – the first rise in the navy for 144 years. That might have been that, except that HMS London now found herself with sailors who wanted every single demand met. Perhaps emboldened by the ease with which major demands had been granted, they pressed their case, receiving a salvo from marine muskets for their pains and seeing five of their number killed. This merely incensed the sailors, who seized control of the ship. It was only the persuasive powers of Lord Howe – by now an ancient admiral and naval hero – that calmed the situation. The Admiralty gave in. Perhaps it was this apparently weak action that inspired the Nore fleet to mutiny. They had less good fortune.


On 20 May, the sailors at the Nore demanded more shore leave (which the navy thought a ploy to escape their ships), better wages and more regular payment of them, better officers and less brutality. This time, the navy could not afford to give in. Though the sailors held out for a month, they eventually ran out of support and courage. Richard Parker, their ringleader, was hanged along with his close supporters.


Lessons from these two mutinies and the conditions they made public were understood by the Admiralty Board. This did not prevent mutinies from occurring in individual vessels. One, the Hermione, was such an unhappy ship that the sailors took command. It happened at the start of the third week in September 1797, in the vicinity of Puerto Rico. Hermione was in pursuit of a privateer. The captain of the British ship was a martinet, who, when he felt the sailors aloft were not looking sharp, ordered that the last two down from the upper yards should be flogged. In the scurry to get below two fell to their deaths and were, on the captain’s orders, thrown over the side. That night, the lower deck mutinied. The captain and eight of his officers were murdered. The sailors then sailed her into Puerto Rico and handed the ship over to the Spanish. The mutineers never escaped. The vessel was later recaptured and most of those who had survived with her were hanged. All this makes the late-eighteenth-century sailor appear utterly ruthless. Hard he most certainly was, and often most uncompromising in what he thought right. Not surprising, then, that a ship’s captain was frequently a single-minded dictator who used whatever means he thought necessary to get his ship to the highest standard as a fighting platform. Equally, conditions were never good. Pressed men were rarely happy with their lot, or they would not otherwise have rebelled; after all, they well knew the penalty. So nervous were captains that ratings might desert that shore leave was often banned and a sailor might go for years – certainly, two was common – without getting a run ashore because the navy feared he would do just that – run.19


Even when crew members were let on dry land, they were never all permitted to go at once. A further aspect of keeping men aboard was that women were often allowed in ships – wives as well as prostitutes. On this subject records are sometimes confusing. A wife was not always a wife. When whores came aboard, usually selected from among a boatload, each would pair off with the sailor who had paid for her. The whore would then refer to that sailor as her husband. It was quite possible that a ship in port would have as many women on board as sailors. Such women were almost invariably the saddest form of dockside prostitutes. The men did not seem to mind, and it might be said that conditions ashore were not much better for some of the girls. In the ships, privacy was never considered. Cleanliness, even less so.


Admiral Sir James Hawkins,20 in a pamphlet published in 1822, described the almost unspeakably horrid conditions that existed in a large ship, perhaps a 74-gun ship of the line.




the dirt, filth, and stench; the disgusting conversation; the indecent beastly conduct and horrible scenes; the blasphemy and swearing; the riots, quarrels, and fighting, which often takes place, where hundreds of men and women [author’s italics] are huddled together in one room … and where … they must be witness of each others’ actions … Let those who have never seen a ship of war picture to themselves a very large low room with 500 men and probably 300 or 400 women of the vilest description shut up in it, and giving way to every excess of debauchery that the grossest passions of human nature can lead them to21





In theory, the women had to be ashore by the time the vessel slipped her mooring. Nevertheless wives and ‘wives’ did go to sea, and so would even be present in battle, and were known to have carried gunpowder to the cannons. Famously, in 1798 a wife gave birth aboard ship during the ferocious battle of Aboukir Bay, later known as the Battle of the Nile (see chapter 14), and there was at least one woman at Trafalgar (see chapter 28).


The Nile was a furious battle. The French admiral directed the battle from a chair as both his legs had been blown away. There are many other accounts of brutal actions and terrible deaths and injuries. Yet, more sailors died of disease in ships than enemy action.


During the period of our story, the end of the 1790s and the early years of the 1800s, fewer than 7 per cent of naval fatalities occurred in battle. More than 80 per cent died as a result of accidents or disease. It is true also that captains were reluctant to let sick men be sent ashore for hospital treatment. It was easier to desert from a shore hospital than from a ship’s sick bay. Besides, there were few hospitals in Britain apart from the newish teaching hospitals, such as St Bartholomew’s in London, and many of those were built for the services.


If a sailor fell to disease or cannon, he would be treated by the ship’s surgeon. This might not be a comforting moment for the patient. Medicine was rudimentary, surgery crude and the practitioner not always a trained doctor. There were cases where the surgeon, a social and professional failure ashore, was on board in spite of his formal interview. Hacking off the remains of a leg shattered in battle was never a task for the squeamish. Yet it was a job for the medical craftsman. Often that talent was missing, with terrible consequences for the patient. Trauma surgery and recovery was not a known branch of medicine. By Trafalgar the navy had about 700 surgeons, each of whom was ranked as a warrant officer not a commissioned officer. An applicant for the post might not have a medical degree, because the normal training was through an apprenticeship. A London examining board of surgeons would interview the candidate, who would not be tested in practical surgery. If successful, he would be given his warrant. He would then be appointed to a ship as surgeon’s mate or – after 1805 – assistant surgeon. That was the year in which, for the first time, surgeons were allowed to wear a uniform. A young man might have received a sound training in anatomy, have some knowledge of invasive medicine, and of perhaps trauma treatment. Yet the fine schools of Edinburgh and London could not hope to prepare a man for battle surgery. He would have to learn – quickly – to work far below in a dank, cramped space, treading decks scattered with sand to make him surer-footed in the blood, while the ship heaved in a sickening swell, all the while being struck by cannonballs and crashing spars. To this operating theatre, just above the ship’s keel, would be sent a sure stream of casualties. A man without the skill to quickly, and without fuss, cut off a wrecked arm or leg or close off scattered organs and a gaping stomach was not much good in a ship of the line. It was also to be hoped that he did not suffer from seasickness. Yet in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries such men were indeed among the surgeons who prepared their instruments when the ship closed up for action stations.


Also at action stations were the marines. It is often forgotten that the navy took its own army to sea. Many of the story books and paintings show Jack Tars, cutlasses in hand, engaging the enemy with grappling irons and fierce cuts and thrusts, but there were, too, the navy’s trained marksmen and fighters, her marines. They performed the same role at sea as they did ashore and provided a captain with the added assurance of a police force aboard. Today, the Royal Marines will claim to be the smartest people in any military service. Certainly in the late eighteenth, even nineteenth centuries they were very definitely the best turned-out individuals in a ship apart from the officers. The sailors had not yet been dressed uniformly and many were very casually clothed. Not so the marines. Their uniforms were braided tunics and even then they sported a uniform cap, a soft headdress. So from the earliest times, the marines, by then mostly volunteers, not pressed men,22 stood out as exceptional additions to a ship’s company. Their smartness was matched by performance.


The marines had their origins in the time the navy first took soldiers to sea as fighters rather than as passengers, in troop transporters. In 1664, the Duke of York and Albany’s Maritime Regiment of Foot was raised, although it was only employed during a war and had no peacetime role or structure. There was no continuous marine establishment until the mid eighteenth century. In 1755, a corps was raised when the Seven Years War (see chapter 1) appeared inevitable. Records show that wherever there was a sea battle involving the navy the marines were in the thick of it. Their value was recognized by the Admiralty, who took over their running and did not stand them down at the end of the conflict, instructing them to assume the role of guard force for naval ships and establishments, thus guaranteeing them an unbroken history to the present day.


It was not until 1802 that the marines became ‘Royal’. This was largely the work of Admiral the Earl St Vincent, or John Jervis as he was known for much of his career. Jervis was one of the heroic British naval commanders of the eighteenth century. He had served with General Wolfe’s Quebec expedition, recaptured Gibraltar on three occasions, and in 1794 took the French islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique. His most famous victory came in 1797 with his defeat of the much larger Spanish fleet off Cape St Vincent, on Portugal’s south-west coast, from whence came his earldom. It was also a victory many have attributed to one of Jervis’s subordinate commanders, Horatio Nelson.


There was a Spanish fleet of twenty-seven ships ‘round the corner’ from Gibraltar. Sir John Jervis had a fleet of fifteen. Jervis was the perfect naval planner. He plotted the course of the Spanish vessels. His intelligence was carefully analysed – gathered, in those pre-satellite times, from nothing more than speedy, darting frigates and schooners set to shadow and run on a good wind to the loitering British fleet. The planning done, the wind perhaps a shade shifting to the north-west, Jervis launched his offensive to engage the enemy. It was admirable planning, but every commander needs something else – luck, perhaps. Jervis had that in one of his junior officers, Horatio Nelson. It was Nelson who singlehandedly engaged six Spanish ships and decided the outcome of the battle in Jervis’s favour. Oh, how they cheered him in London and even the shires! The people had waited too long for a famous victory. Now they had a hero too.


St Vincent, as Jervis then became, in many senses Nelson’s champion, turned somewhat sour towards him in later years. It is possible that he would have preferred a seagoing command to the considerable distinction of being appointed First Lord of the Admiralty, a post he held between the important military years 1801 and 1804.


Whatever St Vincent’s faults or sometimes grumpy disposition, the Royal Marines honoured him, and still do. For they owe him their title. He had used them wisely in his seagoing commands, especially in the Mediterranean. Jervis had experienced a few difficulties with mutineers or would-be rebels. On one occasion he had brought a ship’s company to heel when he forced the sailors to hang one of their own whom he believed guilty of extreme insubordination amounting to mutiny. St Vincent valued the marines’ contribution and held their service in high regard.


He relied on his seagoing infantry to protect his ship from insurrection should it become necessary. He was a hard man and perhaps used the marine detachments better than most, given that they were not always the loyal ships’ marshals he claimed them to be. Their place in some vessels was, on occasion, difficult to maintain. They were isolated inasmuch as they were neither sailors nor officers, and to protect them captains often had them messing separately rather than with the hands. St Vincent, however, never had the slightest doubts about their value. In J. S. Tucker’s account of Jervis, the admiral in retirement remarked on their loyalty and right to the highest degree of recognition. ‘I never knew an appeal to them for honour, courage or loyalty that they did not realise more than my highest expectations. If ever the hour of real danger should come to England, they will be found the country’s sheet anchor.’


However, the marines had a larger role than that of shipboard policemen and skirmishers. Today, in the twenty-first century, the Royal Marines are seen as forces best used in amphibious operations, capable with their own craft and techniques of operating swiftly in beach landings and especially in tasks demanding surprise. This was exactly the job for which they were beginning to be properly trained a decade before Trafalgar. It was most likely that a small vessel would have to put together a landing party very quickly. The task could be either something as simple as a guard duty or a more complex and often opportunistic one such as an assault on a harbour. The marines were trained for just this purpose.


None of this should obscure the fact that getting hold of marines, particularly of the right sort, was no easy task for the recruiters. As a result a newly enlisted man might well have a past as colourful as his uniform. In the ten years leading up to Trafalgar, the marine corps numbers doubled from 15,000 to 30,000. In wartime, there are always manpower shortages. A well-tried system of augmenting the soldiering part of the ship involved getting infantry from the army. This brought with it obvious problems. Infantrymen remained in the army and outside the jurisdiction of naval discipline. They also had privileges such as, in certain circumstances, that of being able to be accompained by their wives – part of the military tradition of camp followers. The simplest answer was to persuade soldiers to transfer to the marines. They were offered bonuses to do so, and many took the bait. As there were still not enough of them for large marine contingents to be drafted into ships, officers were deployed to prison hulks to fish out likely candidates. It could be that Johnson’s observation, referred to earlier, was not entirely whimsical. Whatever the ploys involved, together they worked. Regular volunteers were joined by ex-soldiers. Foreigners, taken at some time as prisoners of war, were enlisted for the duration of hostilities. A few freed black workers from the West Indies also signed on. Moreover, in 1804, the enlistment age was lowered, thus ensuring that a lad would be getting a man’s wage by the age of fifteen.


Today, anyone aboard a warship knows that Royal Marines, while very much admired, are never quite part of the ship’s company, for the reason that sailors and marines see themselves as quite different social and professional animals. So it was in Nelson’s ships. The marines, messed – that is, lived – separately from the sailors. Equally, when battle stations were called, a marine fought as hard as any matelot, including when it came to being part of the gun crews. This meant that marines and ratings exercised battle stations alongside one another but during normal sailing hours, and when the hands were stood down the marines tended to keep their own company. This was encouraged by captains and by the Admiralty. Sailors found it only too easy to regard the marines as a group not entirely on their side. When there were grievances, the marines were not to be counted on. After all, part of their function was to police the ship and protect the captain and officers in difficult circumstances, especially mutinous ones, of which there were many. This distinction between sailors and marines was not confined to the lower decks. Even officers, especially the junior ones, tended to think that marine officers had special privileges. They certainly had all the advantages of the army, including status. One important marine rank, however, was reserved for a distinguished naval officer in a fleet. The colonel of marines was a naval officer and, in time of battle, the marines were placed firmly under the navy’s command.


Here, then, was the ship’s company. A close-knit community. So close that we can imagine what the atmosphere must have been like when probably five hundred sailors were expected to sling their hammocks within not much more than a foot of one another and, on a lower deck, with barely six feet headroom. The hammocks were precious. The ship gave the man his hammock, but he had to provide the bedding that went in it. He kept it close. Should he die at sea (other than in battle, when he would be tossed over the side) he was sewn into it before being committed to the deep.




1 From the practice of having the first lieutenant, the ‘works manager’ of a shop, rate a non-officer sailor by his age, experience and capability.


2 The purser is now called supply officer and known informally as the pusser. The term purser has continued in the merchant navy and is the officer responsible for victualling, rationing, stewards and all domestic arrangements, from laundry to money-changing in larger vessels.


3 When two admirals of similar seniority were in the fleet, the commander-in-chief would order one to fly a different colour. This was largely to distinguish the ships in battle. It was really an out-of-date system which had never been changed – and should have been.


4 Samuel Johnson (1709–1784) whose Dictionary of the English Language was published in 1755.


5 William Scott Stowell (1745–1836).


6 Pierre Charles Jean-Baptiste Silvestre de Villeneuve (1763–1806). Commander of the Franco-Spanish Combined Fleet at Trafalgar, he was in awe of Nelson and considered him unbeatable in battle.


7 H. Cowper, Cases of King’s Bench, 1800, II.


8 Trinity House, founded by Sir Thomas Spert in 1514, was given its charter by Henry VIII to protect shipping by laying and maintaining charted lights and buoys and, until recently, to supply most ship’s pilots.


9 Elizabeth I (1533–1603) who reigned from 1558 until her death.


10 Samuel Hood, first Viscount Hood (1724–1816).


11 John Jervis, Earl St Vincent (1735–1823).


12 Richard Howe, fourth Viscount and Earl (1726–1799).


13 Adam Duncan, Viscount Duncan of Camperdown (1731–1804).


14 John Byng (1704–1757), son of Lord Torrington (1663–1733), sometime Admiral of the Fleet and First Lord of the Admiralty. Voltaire (1694–1778) in Candide (1759) commented on Byng’s execution: ‘ll est bon de tuer de temps en temps un amiral pour encourage les autres.’


15 Charles II (1630–1685) who reigned from 1660.


16 Greenwich Hospital can be seen today opposite the National Maritime Museum in the grounds of what was formerly Greenwich Naval College (now part of the University of Greenwich).


17 Incidentally, here is the origin of the expression ‘sweet Fanny Adams’. She was a murdered whore whose remains – so rumour had it – were canned into ships’ bully beef.


18 Alexander Hood, first Viscount Bridport (1727–1814).


19 Run was at that time the naval term for desertion.


20 Admiral Sir James Hawkins (1762–1849).


21 Statement of Certain Immoral Practices in H.M. Ships, 1822.


22 As marines were soldiers, they were safe from the press gangs. Only men who were wanted as sailors could be whisked away for the king’s shilling.
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