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  Rear-Admiral Horatio Nelson describing his attack on the French fleet at the mouth of the Nile, 2 August, 1798
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  The Finding




  On a cold spring day in 2010 I made my way to the British Library and climbed the stairs to the manuscript reading room. It was just one more stop on a tour of British archives

  and libraries that I was undertaking as part of the research for a new book. Buried in the list of documents that I wanted to consult that day was the innocuous-sounding Add: 23207. A catalogue

  entry stated that it contained a number of letters written in the aftermath of a naval battle fought between Britain and France at the height of the Reign of Terror in 1794, a battle that became

  known as The Glorious First of June.




  As is often the case with such material, I was expecting to receive several loose sheets of paper tucked inside a dull-coloured envelope made of acid-free paper. Instead, however, the archivist

  asked to re-check my credentials, took me to a special seating area reserved for the most precious of manuscripts and wheeled over a trolley bearing a varnished box the size of a coffin. I thought

  that there had been a mistake. Perhaps I had ordered the wrong document – one of those huge illuminated medieval manuscripts for which the British Library is so famous or an early copy of the

  Bible or the Koran. I nearly sent it back without looking inside but, when I opened the box, the glint of moulded decoration and clasps promised something sensational. Inside was a book so large

  and heavy that it took two people to move it from its box to a table. Straining under its weight, we rested it on a large foam wedge.




  The book was over two feet long, at least eighteen inches wide, several inches thick and covered in the most gorgeous navy-blue velvet. At its head and foot were decorated silver-gilt onlays

  displaying themes of naval war and victory while, at the centre, another onlay displayed a fouled anchor set against a sea of rigging, ensigns, cannon and drums. The book was held shut by a clasp,

  beautifully moulded into the shape of a shell (fig. 1). I fiddled with it and swung the cover open as if opening the heavy oak door to a church. Inside were the original

  dispatches sent to London from the victorious fleets after the most significant naval battles of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. I told myself to keep breathing.




  The volume was divided by portraits of the victorious admirals. They stared out from the book, guarding their letters, as once they had stared out from their quarterdecks, guarding their fleets

  and their country. The letters were a national treasure. Here, immaculately preserved, were the admirals’ narratives describing their victories to the King and the naval lords and politicians

  in London. Here also were letters from captains describing their conduct in battle to their admirals; from boatswains describing the damage to their ships; and from surgeons describing injuries to

  their men. Here were maps detailing the changing locations of ships as the chaos of battle unfurled; here were captured enemy narratives; here, even, were some of the original envelopes.

  History came off them all like heat.




  I knew instantly that these documents had to be shared and that they would change the way that we think about naval warfare in this crucial period of British and world history. It is the aim of

  this book both to place these letters in the context of their battles and to examine their significance. As fascinating for what their authors leave out as for what they put in, they remain urgent

  and riveting more than 200 years after they were written.
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  ‘You may rely on what I have written because it is what I have seen.’




  E. Poussielgue, Comptroller General of Napoleon’s Eastern Army, to his sweetheart, 3 August 1798




  The Writing




  Listen! Do you hear it? It is the sound of a quill, like an urgent whisper. It is the sound of history being written at a heavy oak desk in a low-beamed cabin; the sound of a

  naval officer describing one of those mighty clashes that ruptured history between 1794 and 1815, when Europe was at war and when much of the conflict was fought at sea.




  Perhaps you hear nothing but frantic scribbling as the events of the preceding days come out in a desperate, instinctive torrent, the account bursting with the adrenaline that has kept its

  author awake for hours, perhaps even days. For some the creation of a dispatch is partially cathartic, a means of internally reconciling the recent events as much as of informing a third party of

  its detail. Their words pour from the quill in an endless fountain of ink. The very act of writing eases the pressure on an overburdened mind.




  Others take their time. They pause, listening to the snap of the canvas or the moans of the injured and dying; they glance out of the cabin window, perhaps seeing their reflection in the few

  panes that have not been destroyed by enemy gunfire. They pick up their quill. They lay it down again. They shift their weight; they rub their eyes. Do not see these dispatches as faits

  accomplis, but imagine them first as blank pieces of paper, as challenges posed to shattered minds. This, after all, is far more than a private letter and the author knows it: it is an

  opportunity to announce, broadcast and publicise. It is also an opportunity to mislead as well as to inform; to be disingenuous as much as to be frank. This type of author has

  his public audience in mind and wants every word to count. He writes a first draft and then adds sentences here and there to squeeze more information between the lines. He crosses out words or

  phrases that fail to capture his exact meaning. He is a man wrestling with words just as he has been wrestling so recently with the enemy. His finished dispatch will be concise, well considered and

  articulate.




  Another type of man has no time at all for the task. He is uncomfortable at his desk and worried about the ongoing repairs to his ship, the lives of his men that still hang in the balance and

  the gathering clouds on the horizon. He is a seaman and a fighter but no bureaucrat. He finds it difficult to express himself on paper even though he has been commanding hundreds of men in fleets

  50 strong for a lifetime. He will not shirk his task but his dispatch will be nothing but a newsflash, reticent and brief.




  The sound of scribbling may even be interrupted by brief passages of speech because the dispatch is being dictated to a trusted secretary. The Admiral may be uncomfortable with a quill or

  conscious of his poor spelling and grammar. He may, of course, simply be unable to write. Are all of his fingers intact? Have the tendons in his forearm been severed by a splinter or sabre cut? Has

  the loss of blood left this fierce warrior too weak to hold a bird’s feather?




  However it is created, the dispatch will soon assume a life and a power of its own. It will not only be read by the Lords of the Admiralty, but also by the King and the Prime Minister; it will

  then be published in several newspapers and journals and will become the talk of London’s coffee houses before it becomes the talk of Great Britain, Europe, America and the Colonies in the

  East and West Indies. The author is creating both a description of the battle and a piece of journalism for a knowledgeable, critical and powerful audience that is starved of, though fascinated by,

  the detail of naval battle. The Admiral’s letter will influence perceptions of him and his navy on a global scale. And make no mistake of the power of these dispatches; there is no greater

  challenge to rational thought and behaviour than sudden and powerful news. Letters like these did not just transmit news but also relief, grief, excitement, energy and opportunity. They could make

  or break political fortunes, launch or wreck naval careers and directly affect the lives of men, women and children with only the most tenuous links to the battle. They stopped people sleeping,

  made them abandon their established routines and had them rushing around in a frantic whirl. In 1798, when Napoleon was loose in the Mediterranean with a vast army bound for an

  unknown destination, the First Lord of the Admiralty was under such stress that, when he finally received the news of Nelson’s great victory at the Nile, he collapsed in a dead faint.




  Once written, the letter is added to other documents, perhaps a list of dead or injured, or one describing the fates of the enemy ships, describing in shorthand the immediate physical effects of

  the battle. Sometimes an exhausted surgeon describes a crew’s injuries and gives the names of the victims; sometimes a boatswain’s report describes the damage to his ship and her

  stores; sometimes a captain describes how the battle unfolded several miles from the fleet flagship; sometimes a narrative has even been captured from the enemy.




  Bundled together with the Admiral’s letter, this sheaf of documents becomes ‘the dispatches’. They are handed to a man worthy of the great responsibility, whose body is

  probably bruised and his uniform scuffed but whose eyes are bright with the promise of reward and acknowledgement of the great honour bestowed. This is a man who has been entrusted with a secret

  that could change the world. He will carry the dispatches home swiftly and surely and will be ready to elaborate on them if requested; remember, the written dispatches are only part of the story

  that will be told. He is the messenger, the winged Mercury of the all-powerful naval gods who fight out of sight but whose presence and influence are immense. He will sail for home in one of the

  fleet’s swiftest ships, making port where the wind will allow. The dispatches will be sealed in their own envelopes and protected as a bundle with a canvas wrap, perhaps even locked in a

  wooden case or leather satchel, but the gist of their contents will spread even before his ship makes land. Fishing boats may come alongside for news as she makes her journey and a thousand eyes

  will watch her drop anchor. Sailors granted leave will pass their own news ashore; those left on board will gossip with harbour labourers and merchants who come to tend to the ship’s

  needs.




  Meanwhile our maritime Mercury will race as never before to London, perhaps on horseback, perhaps in a post-chaise pulled by a team of stamping, blowing beasts. If he landed at Falmouth, the

  westernmost of all English ports, his journey will take him more than 270 miles up winding river valleys and across wild moorland. Plymouth, though significantly farther up Channel, will still

  require several days of hard riding. If he lands at Portsmouth the journey will be much quicker though just as spectacular, through the Portsdown hills, past the Devil’s

  Punch Bowl and along the great Hog’s Back in the North Downs of Surrey. And if he brings news from the North Sea, he will ride from Great Yarmouth or Ipswich across the windswept flatlands of

  Suffolk and Essex.




  He will arrive in the courtyard of the great Admiralty building, behind the masonry screen that protects it from Whitehall. If it is night time he will knock up the porter who will scurry off to

  raise the Secretary of the Admiralty. Perhaps the Secretary is asleep but, more likely, he is working through a mound of papers in the dim gleam of candlelight. The Secretary will be the first to

  break the seals, the first to read the dispatches. He will then rouse the First Lord from his chambers upstairs and find clerks to copy the letters and messengers to dispatch them. The news must

  reach the King at Windsor, the Prime Minister at Downing Street, the Government at Westminster and the Lord Mayor in the City who will pass the news on to the shipping interests at Lloyds Coffee

  House.




  And then our Mercury’s job is done. He finally rests, fuddled with the exhaustion and pain that come from his battle-bruises as much as from the shattering experience of several days in

  the saddle after a year or more at sea. He creeps to a sofa or bed, his legs bowed, his feet shuffling. Finally he sleeps while London goes mad. Mobs prowl the streets cheering, shouting and

  fighting for joy. Lamps are lit all over town. Guns are fired from the Tower as rumour becomes fact, as the whisper of victory becomes a cheer and as the elusive dream of national security moves

  closer to reality.




  The Forgetting




  The National Archives in leafy Kew house the written records of the Royal Navy in boxes of dusty letters on miles of shelves, meticulously organised and filed by generations of

  administrators. Here are thousands of logs from the navy’s ships, hundreds of thousands of letters, reports, orders and instructions, intelligence, ship plans, weapons patents and crew lists.

  Together they describe the story of the Royal Navy from its earliest days as a permanent fighting force under Henry VIII to the present day. The archive, however, is missing some very important

  documents: the original dispatches sent to London after the most significant fleet victories of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars that were fought between 1793 and 1815. Copies of a handful of the letters survive in the relevant sections of the naval records in Kew, but the original dispatches, those actually sent to the Admiralty in the aftermath

  of those battles, have all been removed. There is no note saying so and no clue that the archives are missing some of the most significant documents in world history. If you searched for the

  original dispatches here, you would leave empty-handed, safe in the belief that they simply no longer existed.




  Their absence dates back to 1821, the year that Napoleon died in exile and the naval-minded Prince of Wales was crowned King George IV. It was then that the Lords of the Admiralty ordered that

  all of the original dispatches, and even the envelopes that they came in, be gathered together. Nearly 40 years later, in 1859, a new generation of Lords of the Admiralty decided to use the

  dispatches to create a magnificent display of naval heritage. They ordered the letters to be bound in an immense volume, covered in the most exquisite royal blue velvet and decorated with elaborate

  silver-gilt onlays. Portraits of the victorious admirals were to be carefully interspersed between the original documents. Each letter would be mounted in the centre of a much larger page of

  heavy-gauge gilt-edged paper so that it could be read without being touched; their preservation was as much a priority as their display. The completed volume was presented to the nation to be

  admired as a jewel of British history. As a permanent reminder of the sacrifices and successes of our naval ancestors it would provide incontrovertible evidence of the seapower that formed the

  foundation of the growth and longevity of the British Empire.




  Despite these lofty ambitions, at some stage in its life, this luxurious tome was removed from the British Museum, put into a coffin-like, satin-lined box with a clasped lid and stored in the

  bowels of the British Library. Only a handful of people know of its existence and only six scholars have referred to it in published work in the past 51 years.1 It has, in effect, been hidden from the passing eyes of those for whom it was conceived. This is a tragedy for many aspects of naval history, not least because there are few more

  direct routes into the state of mind of a naval commander than through what he wrote in the immediate aftermath of a great battle. Howe, for example, collapsed after The Glorious First of June

  because he had not slept properly for more than a week; Nelson believed he was going to die from a severe head wound only hours before he wrote his Nile dispatch; and Collingwood stood catatonic in

  the aftermath of Trafalgar and his fellow sailors feared for his sanity. Edward Codrington, captain of the Orion at Trafalgar, made the telling point in his memoirs that

  ‘The battle after all, as I warned my officers, is nothing compared with the fatigue, the anxiety, the distress of mind which succeeds.’2 It was

  in exactly these moments of intense stress that admirals composed their letters. Character simply bled onto the paper, the authors’ souls laid bare.




  The dates that the dispatches were first gathered together and then bound are themselves significant. The year when they were first collated, 1821, was one of retrospection in the face of

  technological advance. It was the year in which a steam engine was adopted by the Royal Navy for the very first time in the paddle ship HMS Comet. The Atlantic had been first crossed by

  steamship only two years earlier and, just a year before, the exploding shell had first come into use. Naval warfare, and the shape of seapower, was unmistakably changing. It was also the year that

  George IV commissioned Joseph Turner to paint a companion piece to Philippe de Loutherbourg’s magnificent 1794 canvas, The Glorious First of June, a composition which captures so

  beautifully the heroic splendour of the age of sail. Turner chose as his subject the moment of Nelson’s death at Trafalgar in 1805 and the resultant painting was a fitting companion and

  comparable achievement to Loutherbourg’s.




  The year the dispatches were bound together in their magnificent velvet volume, 1859, was another significant date. A new generation of warships was now in the offing. That November, the French

  navy had launched La Gloire, the first iron-clad battleship, and generated wide-eyed panic in Britain. Were the French planning to invade? Could the Royal Navy cope with the threat posed

  by this new breed of fighting ship? In a political attempt to assuage such fears, the Prime Minister, Lord Palmerston, instigated a Royal Commission on the defence of the country. It reported in

  1860 and argued strongly that Britain’s maritime defences were wholly inadequate.




  The British had been unable to match the speed of French technological innovation and in 1859 the Royal Navy had nothing in service to challenge La Gloire. In that year, however, the

  Admiralty ordered the construction of HMS Warrior, the Royal Navy’s first iron-hulled and armour-plated warship. She mounted rifled, breech-loading guns and was powered by a steam

  engine that could drive her through the water at more than 14 knots. She was unlike anything anyone, anywhere, had ever seen. Everything about her was extraordinary and unsettling for a generation

  which had known an age without steam engines, iron hulls or exploding shells. Charles Dickens described her as ‘A black vicious ugly customer as ever I saw, whale-like in

  size, and with as terrible a row of incisor teeth as ever closed on a French frigate.’




  It was unclear what the future would hold but, in 1859, what was clear was that the age of wooden warships, driven by sail alone and firing solid shot, was over. Some believed that this

  transition also heralded the end of the supremacy of British seapower and naturally turned to the past for guidance. Those Lords of the Admiralty who recognised the value of these dispatches as an

  educational and inspirational tool for their own and for future generations must have long been turning in their graves. They had the generosity to look forward; we have not had the grace to look

  back.




  The Content




  The 1859 volume contains the original dispatches of the Battles of The Glorious First of June (1794), Groix (1795), St Vincent (1797), Camperdown (1797), The Nile (1798),

  Copenhagen (1801), Trafalgar (1805) and San Domingo (1806). They represent a period of military dominance that equals any in history. In the 22 years between the start of the wars with France in

  1793 and their end in 1815, the British lost five 74-gun ships, one 54-gunner, another 50-gunner and 17 frigates. Not one British three-decked ship, the most prestigious type built for the navy,

  was captured or sunk. Her enemies, by contrast, lost 139 ships of the line, including nine three-decked First Rates and 229 frigates. These figures include all types of naval warfare, from

  single-ship actions to cutting-out operations. In fleet battles alone, Howe took or destroyed seven ships of the line at The Glorious First of June, even though he let several more defeated enemy

  ships escape; Alexander Hood, in the smallest of these victories, took three at L’Orient; Jervis, heavily outnumbered, took four at St Vincent; Duncan 11 at Camperdown; Nelson 13 at the Nile;

  Hyde Parker and Nelson 15 at Copenhagen; Nelson and Collingwood 22 at Trafalgar; and Duckworth five at San Domingo.1 At none of those battles

  did the British lose a single ship of any description to the enemy.




  The Royal Navy had become a more effective instrument of war than at any time in its history. During the previous conflict, the War of American Independence (1775–83),

  it fought no less than 16 fleet battles. Of those, the most crushing British victories were achieved at the Saints in 1782, where four enemy ships were captured and two more destroyed in the

  aftermath, and at the Moonlight Battle in 1780, when four enemy ships were captured and one destroyed. The remaining 14 battles say very little at all about British naval skill in fleet battle. And

  if one steps back in time again to the Seven Years War fought between 1755 and 1762, only two fleet battles stand out. Four enemy ships were captured or destroyed at the Battle of Lagos in 1759 and

  seven more were wrested from the enemy at Quiberon Bay in the same year. One can, in fact, continue back ad infinitum without coming across any period that matches the battles fought in

  the 12 years from 1794 to 1806; it was a veritable golden age of British naval success.




  Before we look at the letters in detail it is important to understand exactly what they describe and represent, and what they do not. They are the dispatches sent home after the most

  significant3 large-scale British naval victories won in the years 1794–1806. The battles included do not span the entire duration of the Revolutionary

  and Napoleonic Wars; they begin in the second year of the Revolutionary War (1793–1802) and they finish nine years before the end of the Napoleonic War (1803–15). In the middle of this

  period, in 1802, there was a brief year of peace. These battles, therefore, occupy a period that begins well after the wars began and that ends well before they finished.




  British naval failures of all kinds are excluded, as are battles with a more uncertain identity. We do not, for example, read about William Hotham’s lethargy in the Mediterranean in 1795

  in what Nelson described as a ‘miserable action’;4 nor about Robert Calder’s lack of conviction in the summer of 1805, which ended his

  career; nor, again, about Gambier’s neglect at Basque Roads in 1809, another poor performance which ended a commanding officer’s career.5

  British naval success in other disciplines including amphibious invasion, frigate action, blockade, coastal bombardment, convoy escort and, most importantly, fleet seizure, is also excluded.




  The battles described are impressive victories but other naval operations were more significant successes. At Toulon in 1793, for example, the British inflicted the worst disaster of the entire

  period on the French navy when they seized the entire Mediterranean fleet without a shot being fired. Twenty-two ships of the line, eight frigates, numerous smaller craft and

  the whole Toulon arsenal and shipbuilding stores fell into British hands. Similarly, the Royal Navy defeated the Dutch at the Battle of Camperdown in 1797 but the Dutch navy actually suffered far

  more severely at Saldanha Bay in 1796 when, in the twin fleet surrenders, they lost a complete fleet of nine ships of the line without a shot being fired, and at the Texel in 1799, when they

  surrendered eight ships of the line, four frigates and a brig.




  The same can be said of the Danes. Heavily though they were beaten in fleet battle at Copenhagen in 1801, it was their entire navy that was seized in 1807 after the bombardment of

  Copenhagen: no less than 18 ships of the line, 11 frigates, two smaller ships, two ship-sloops, seven brig-sloops, two brigs, one schooner and 26 gunboats were taken by the British and five more

  ships of the line and two more frigates were destroyed. As for the Russians, contact between their warships and the Royal Navy in the early 19th century was sporadic and unsatisfactory. However,

  when Napoleon retreated from Portugal, he abandoned a Russian fleet of nine ships of the line and a frigate in the Tagus, all of which were captured by the British without a shot being fired.




  These blows, all achieved without the type of fleet battles described here, and all without significant damage to British ships or injury to British crews, did far more to alter the balance of

  European maritime power than any fleet battle. But fleet battles captured the public imagination. They were the bright flashpoints of drama and intensity that became central to the creation of

  national myths.




  The battles covered in these dispatches represent only a tiny fraction of the astonishing variety of British naval activity, successful or otherwise, in this period. Fleet battle was, in fact,

  very rare. A sailor in the Royal Navy in 1805 served aboard one of 136 ships of the line or one of 160 cruisers; he was one of 114,012 sailors entered into British ships’ books.6 He could have been stationed in the North Sea, the English Channel, the Western Approaches, the eastern or western Mediterranean, the Windward or Leeward Islands in

  the Caribbean, the East Indies or somewhere off the coast of North America. He would have been very lucky indeed to witness one battle, let alone more. Officers, especially talented ones, were more

  likely to do so because they were more likely to be sent to trouble spots, and yet only three senior naval officers, Horatio Nelson, Cuthbert Collingwood and Edward Berry, witnessed as many as

  three fleet battles. Indeed, the battles featured in this book were all fought in different locations and all under different commanders.




  In only one year, 1797, did two battles occur. The largest gap between major victories was from the Battle of Copenhagen in April 1801 to Trafalgar in October 1805,7 a period of four years and six months, while 20 months elapsed between Groix (June 1795) and St Vincent (February 1797), and two years and eight months between the Nile (August

  1798) and Copenhagen (April 1801). Contrary to the initial impression given by this collection, British fleet victory was therefore not the ‘norm’ in relation to other British naval

  activity. Most of the time the ships sat at anchor or patrolled windswept horizons in the constant toil of blockade. Sailors were far more likely to die of disease or shipwreck than they ever were

  in fleet battle. It has, in fact, been calculated that only 6.3 per cent of British sailors’ deaths in this period were caused by enemy action, compared with 81.5 per cent by disease or

  accident and 12.2 per cent by shipwreck.8 Life was dull. Sailors cleaned, painted and sewed. From a broad perspective it is possible to view the period as

  one of intense activity, but in terms of the day-to-day life of a sailor, living in the cold, dark decks of a man of war, these years were long, very long indeed.




  When faced with so many magnificent triumphs, with one enemy after another falling like dominoes, it is also particularly important to remember that these victories were not inevitable.

  Confusion begat chaos; well-laid plans disintegrated; random acts tipped battle one way or another. Such was the nature of sailing warfare. The seascapes were shrouded in so much gunsmoke that, in

  the midst of battle, visibility beyond a few feet was all but impossible. Incidents of friendly fire were common. Wind, swell, tide and current, light and dark all ruined the best intentions. The

  ships’ rigs were so vulnerable to damage that a single lucky shot could cripple any man of war. The sudden death or injury of a ship’s officers could bring a crew to a standstill and

  the sudden death or injury of a large portion of the crew could bring their officers to a standstill: neither could work without the other and both were vulnerable.




  Nor were concepts of honour and duty as rigid as we might expect. One of the greatest myths of the period derives from Nelson’s famous signal, hoisted as the British fleet bore down on the

  French at Trafalgar: ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’. For make no mistake, in these letters, interwoven with the overpowering narrative of British success, are

  examples of British officers who did not do their duty. Captain Anthony Molloy was court martialled after The Glorious First of June and never employed again; Vice-Admiral

  Bridport was strongly criticised within the navy for his failure to press his victory at Groix, even if the public saw him as a hero; Jervis was furious with the conduct of Sir Charles Thompson at

  the Battle of St Vincent; Captain John Williamson was dismissed after the Battle of Camperdown for failing to bring his ship into action; Nelson was deeply unimpressed with the behaviour of Captain

  Davidge Gould at the Nile, a battle which, more than any other, is so indelibly linked with the idea of a ‘band of brothers’; Admiral Hyde Parker was blacklisted by the Admiralty and

  never employed again after the Battle of Copenhagen; Captain Edward Berry blazed away ineffectively at both Trafalgar and San Domingo and was quickly retired from the active list; even at Trafalgar

  several officers, including Nelson’s third in command, Rear-Admiral the Earl of Northesk, performed ‘notoriously ill’; and Vice-Admiral John Duckworth never received the

  hereditary peerage he expected after the Battle of San Domingo, an action that, if Duckworth had been doing his job, should never even have been fought.




  The dispatches also illustrate, and sometimes disguise, significant personality clashes. We know that Nelson and James Saumarez, both highly ambitious, talented and successful men, riled each

  other; that Duckworth was not even on speaking terms with his flag captain, Richard Keats; that Collingwood loathed Howe’s flag captain, Roger Curtis; and that Jervis referred to the

  ‘notorious imbecility’ of one of his captains, Charles Knowles.




  The tale is hardly one of uninterrupted British success with each captain or flag-officer behaving as he should and without exception; it is far more complex than that. At times the alternative

  narrative is clear in these letters, with dismay and anger bubbling irresistibly to the surface; at others it is hidden. There is a lesson here: to understand the dispatches one must learn to

  discern what is not there as much as to read what is. Some of the omissions are quite extraordinary. Why did Howe name some captains for their good behaviour at The Glorious First

  of June but ignore others equally deserving? Why did Jervis fail to mention Nelson once after St Vincent, when he had just boarded and captured one enemy ship from another, an event unique in naval

  history? After the Nile, why did Nelson himself fail to mention or even to identify his second in command? Why did Hyde Parker fail to offer any detailed description of the engagement off

  Copenhagen and why did Nelson not mention his own cunning diplomacy which actually stopped the fighting? And why did Collingwood fail to mention the unmistakably poor behaviour

  of several captains during the Battle of Trafalgar? There are many mysteries here.




  We shall see how courageous action did not guarantee public recognition nor even that the deserving officer would be ‘mentioned in dispatches’. Personal relationships, politics and

  sheer luck all had to be negotiated first. A commanding officer might witness an act of courage but easily choose to ignore it in his dispatch in order to strike a calculated blow against a rival.

  He may have looked away at exactly the wrong moment and have missed just such a courageous act. He may simply have felt unable to comment on an act that he had not personally witnessed. It all

  rather depended on the man writing the dispatches, his relationship with his subordinates and the logistics of the battle. These dispatches have a much more multi-dimensional character than one

  might suspect.




  The Commanders And Their Fleets




  The main dispatches were written by eight different commanding officers: Admiral Richard Howe (First of June), Vice-Admiral Alexander Hood (Groix), Admiral John Jervis (St

  Vincent), Admiral Adam Duncan (Camperdown), Rear-Admiral Horatio Nelson (The Nile), Admiral Hyde Parker (Copenhagen), Vice-Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood (Trafalgar) and Vice-Admiral John Duckworth

  (San Domingo). Each of these admirals was unique in command experience, style and personality. To lump any two or three together would be to do each man, and each battle, a grave injustice, and

  here the original documents do lend a hand. It is impossible to read the dispatches without becoming rapidly and acutely aware of the personalities of those composing them, if only from their

  handwriting.




  Have you ever written a letter on board a ship? You expect it to be a normal experience but it is not; it is extraordinarily different. On a pitching or rolling ship, writing can be

  disorientating. To bend low and focus on a single point is to render oneself vulnerable to the dizziness of sea-sickness while the movement of the desk can make the careful formation of letters a

  distinct challenge. The tails of letters can suddenly shoot off in unexpected directions; ‘o’s can easily become lozenge-shaped or even triangular; ‘i’s can become

  ‘u’s; ‘v’s can become ‘n’s; ‘m’s so easily transform into ‘w’s. Sometimes, however, the sea is so calm that one could

  be writing at a desk in a library.




  The writing technology of the age also encouraged variety. If the nib of a quill is cut too thickly, the ink pools and dribbles; cut it too thinly and it fades and dries up mid-sentence, just as

  it always will with an old or brittle nib. Then, of course, there is the handwriting style of each man with which to contend. Sometimes we see the unmistakable flowing hand of a trained secretary.

  At others we have a series of sharp, fierce darts and jabs with the nib, the writing of an exhausted, stressed man. Some handwriting, Hyde Parker’s in particular (p. 218), is barely legible,

  as frustrating for us now as it must have been for the staff of the Admiralty then. Imagine receiving a hugely significant letter and being unable to read it. Mode of expression and grammar also

  varied greatly. Most correspondents were long-winded, in the style of the time, but some, like Howe, were far more long-winded than others. Others, like Duckworth, even became entirely lost in

  their own rambling syntax. Most of the admirals’ letters describing battles were published, either in the contemporary press or subsequently in collections of correspondence, but they were

  usually edited, occasionally heavily, to make them more readable and, in some cases, understandable.9 To go back to the originals therefore offers us

  valuable insights into the men who wrote them. Some, like Nelson and Collingwood, were talented wordsmiths; others, like Duncan, were men of deeds and not words. Some, like Hyde Parker, were

  clearly not at home with the physical art of writing at all and some, like Howe and Duckworth, entirely lacked the mental agility and discipline required for concise self-expression in a written

  form. Their dispatches necessarily reflect their personalities. Howe’s text is lengthy and rambling; St Vincent’s careful and clear. Duncan’s is rushed and excited; Nelson’s

  evocative and generous. Hyde Parker’s is vague and uninformative; Collingwood’s sombre and dignified and Duckworth’s energetic and unctuous. Only the closing of their letters

  follows any standard form: all end with the common ‘Your obedient and humble servant’, although some admirals adopt a particularly grovelling or self-satisfied tone and are careful to

  make it clear that they are ‘the most obedient’ or ‘very humble’.




  The enemy, of course, varied. The British fought the French alone in only four of the eight battles in this period, those of The Glorious First of June, Groix, The Nile and San Domingo. They

  also fought the Spanish, alone at St Vincent and allied with the French at Trafalgar, the Dutch at Camperdown and the Danes at Copenhagen. Both the Spanish and the Dutch changed

  sides during the period, the Spanish twice. The ships varied too. These wars involved a continuing process of navy-building and fighting. Fleets were never homogenous, comprising warships all built

  at the same time and to the same design, but were collections of ships, some old and some new, some small for their rate and some large. HMS Victory is the best known of all of the British

  warships but she also provides one of the best examples of career longevity. She is most famous for being Nelson’s flagship at Trafalgar, but she was actually launched in 1765, forty years

  previously. She had served as Vice-Admiral Augustus Keppel’s flagship at the Battle of Ushant in 1778 during the War of American Independence, and as Rear-Admiral Richard Kempenfelt’s

  flagship later in the same war. She then served as Admiral John Jervis’s flagship at the Battle of St Vincent in 1797. By the time that she fought at Trafalgar, therefore, she was a veteran

  of the Royal Navy. In fact, by 1805, many of the newly constructed Second Rates, such as HMS Temeraire, were of a similar size to, and some even larger than, elderly First Rates like

  Victory, while the newest generation of First Rates were significantly larger still. There was no British First Rate in the fleet at the last of these battles, San Domingo in 1806, but

  there was the very latest incarnation of the very largest French First Rates, L’Impérial. Her displacement was over a third or 787 tons greater than Victory’s,

  the difference in size being equivalent to the displacement of a good-sized 32-gun frigate. L’Impérial was also the first three-decker to mount 18-pounder cannon on her top

  deck; Victory was only built for 12-pounders. The weight of broadside from her upper deck was nearly 50 per cent larger than Victory’s upper deck and her total weight of

  broadside was larger by nearly a third. However, the ships of every nation had other individual characteristics that we must add to this variety in age, size and power. French ships were large and

  swift, Spanish large and beautiful, Dutch small with shallow draughts and British short and stout. Moreover, each nation’s fleet comprised both ships it had built itself and ships it had

  captured from others.




  The location of service of each ship depended on the reputation of the station, the type of service for which it was intended and the resources available. For the Royal Navy the most high-status

  station was the Mediterranean. The climate was good, there was a deep pool of potential prizes and there were fine resources for ship repair and maintenance at Gibraltar. The Caribbean had a

  similar reputation, but sickness was a real problem at certain times of year and the infrastructure was not as good as the Mediterranean. The distance from home and the constant

  cruising to protect or attack trade also meant that First Rate warships were rarely used as flagships in the Caribbean in the way that they were in the Channel or Mediterranean fleets. The North

  Sea command was the poor relation. Yarmouth was cold and windy and the ships sent there were usually elderly or poor sailers.




  We therefore see a significant variety in the fleets that fought these battles. At The Glorious First of June we have the powerful Channel fleet strengthened throughout the line by huge First

  Rate warships; at Camperdown we have a fleet scratched together from small, elderly warships and converted Indiamen; at the Nile we have a crack squadron of beautifully maintained 74-gunners; and

  at Trafalgar we have a combination of the Mediterranean fleet, the Channel fleet and several ships which, if they had not recently been repaired through a novel strengthening method, would have

  been unserviceable wrecks.




  The Demands Of Seapower




  Although these powerful ships were built to fight, it is wrong to assume that this was always their purpose. Naval strategy shifted with the tides of war. At The Glorious First

  of June, the French Admiral Villaret’s task was to lure the British away from a French grain convoy that the British had intended to seize; Admiral Córdóba’s fleet, when

  caught off St Vincent by Jervis, was at sea to protect four ships laden with mercury; Napoleon’s fleet, destroyed by Nelson at the Nile, was there to transport and supply his army; in 1806

  Rear-Admiral Leissègues’ fleet was in the Caribbean because it had brought troops to reinforce the beleaguered French forces on San Domingo and then had instructions to raid British

  trade. The very last thing that any of these fleets wanted to do was to fight the British.




  Every battle was characterised by its own strategic, tactical and logistical ingredients. Some of these dispatches describe ponderous formal fleet actions in which each side was aware of the

  other’s presence and was willing to fight. Others record dramatic chase actions in which one fleet was surprised and made every exertion to get away while the other strained every muscle to

  prevent their flight. There are fleet battles in mid-ocean and others in confined coastal waters; battles fought in daylight and others at night; battles involving merchant

  convoys and treasure ships; battles against single enemies and battles against allied fleets. There are battles in cold water, in freezing rain over iron-grey sea and battles in a tropical haze;

  battles fought under full sail and battles fought at anchor; battles fought at close range and others at extreme range; and battles fought against monstrous First Rates, against whippy frigates,

  against immobile blockships, against stout 74-gunners and against powerful bomb vessels.




  The dispatches do share certain characteristics, however. As a rule they fail to reveal the human experience of naval warfare. They imply, but do not describe, pain and fear. They do not bring

  to life the realities of a man falling to the deck with his bones sticking out through the skin of his leg or of men’s arms evaporating in a mist of gristle or their skin melting off their

  skulls. Nor do they mention the smell of shit as dying men voided their bowels as their lives slipped away, the pervading stench of beer that soaked the decks from shattered barrels or the reek of

  burned gunpowder that hung thick in the air. Some witnesses who sat down and pondered their experience later revelled in this sort of detail. One who fought at St Vincent subsequently described a

  defeated enemy ship ‘full of dead bodies, some with their heads off, and others both their legs and arms off, and the rest knocked all to pieces, and their entrails all about, and blood

  running so thick we could not walk the decks in parts without going over our shoes in human blood.’10 The official dispatches, written in the

  immediate aftermath of battle by admirals and captains, are not like that. They are about the business of war, though there is something chilling in that. They are written by men who are hardened

  to its realities to other men who are also hardened to those realities and whose imaginations are restrained by the demands of their task.




  By the time that the official dispatches arrived, rumour of battle had usually reached London, in at least one case from a smuggler.11 However, the

  Lords of the Admiralty needed solid information upon which they could act and prepare for the logistics of receiving a battle-damaged fleet crammed with thousands of prisoners and with their own

  injured and dying sailors. Hospitals and prisons had to be made ready for the men and drydocks for the ships. Vast quantities of naval stores would be needed to repair masts, hulls and sails; even

  sailors’ clothing and bedding had to be replaced when so much was lost or destroyed in the chaos of battle. The overall war strategy then had to be considered. To what

  extent had the enemy been beaten? Did their fleet still pose a threat? Was the way now open for British amphibious operations or invasion?




  These letters showcase how the Admiralty first heard of the actions, when the facts were still raw, stripped of any concept of glory and burdened with a business-like indifference. They are

  important in their own right, but they are only one type of account. They paint some aspects of the battle in glorious colour and leave others in the darkest shade. Each letter is a piece from a

  jigsaw puzzle, valuable on its own but also powerfully suggestive of what is absent. We have here letters from flag-officers, captains and petty officers but nothing from anyone else aboard;

  nothing from the people who formed the majority of a ship’s company, the seamen, landsmen, artisans, marines, servants, children and women. Nor do we have the idealised and allegorical

  compositions of journalists, artists, poets and playwrights that helped form and then sustain the national myths that grew up around the battles. The dispatches are the evidence of historical

  reason, not of historical romance.




  Another of the characteristics that the dispatches share is, surprisingly, inaccuracy. The letters represent the first attempts to write historical narratives of the battles when their authors

  were restricted in their access to descriptions from different perspectives. Battles were fought over vast areas of sea and were shrouded in smoke. They were also fought over long periods,

  sometimes of several days. It would be impossible for an admiral to know in detail what had happened all the time and at every location. Even when the action was right in front of him he could

  easily get things wrong. Ships are frequently misidentified. Casualty figures are also very fluid. The figures given here are not accurate, nor are they meant to be accurate for the entire action.

  They are a snapshot of a shocked and recovering fleet at a given moment. Men who are listed as injured later died, while some who were listed as dead were merely lost and later found. In almost

  every instance the casualty figures given in these dispatches are not the figures that are now generally accepted.




  For all of these reasons, it does not necessarily follow that these documents are accurate just because they were written by men who witnessed and took part in the action. Indeed, the opposite

  is often the case; the fact that they took part necessarily renders their testimony flawed. It is one of the most important lessons that a naval historian can learn.




  The Navy And The Nation




  To understand the full impact of these dispatches one must first consider the position and reputation of the Royal Navy within its contemporary society because this has a

  direct bearing on why the dispatches were so revered and later collated, preserved and presented. The letters must be understood from the perspective of the public who so avidly consumed them.




  There is no equivalent volume of army dispatches, and the collection was important to Britain because it described naval victories. Britain has always had a special relationship with

  the sea and with her navy. As an island nation, her security and economic health rely on an impossible dream: the ‘control’ of the sea. But the world’s oceans are too large to

  control, even for the largest and most modern navy, and everything was twice as difficult in the age of sail. It was all very well trying to keep the enemy in port but no blockade was ever perfect.

  In fact, most of the battles in this book were fought because the enemy had eluded a blockading force. Howe was blown deep into the Atlantic by a gale in the late spring of 1794 which allowed the

  French fleet under Villaret to leave Brest; in 1797 the Dutch escaped the Texel when Duncan’s fleet was back in Yarmouth; in 1798 Napoleon escaped Toulon unnoticed because Nelson had been

  blown off station; in 1806 Leissègues left Brest when the British blockaders were withdrawn to Torbay in poor weather. In a curious way, therefore, most of the opportunities for the British

  successes featured in this book were created by British naval failure, by her inability to control the sea, even after repeated victories.




  The dispatches themselves emphasise this point, particularly those relating to the last and least well-known of the battles, San Domingo in 1806. So many assume that Britain achieved absolute

  ‘control’ of the sea after Trafalgar in 1805, but that, of course, is nonsense. The entire Brest fleet took no part at all in the Trafalgar campaign, there was another unscathed

  squadron in Rochefort and the British were unable to keep either in port. Just a few months after Trafalgar, French naval squadrons threatening the security of British interests in the Caribbean

  and East Indies led to the Battle of San Domingo.




  Seapower and sea control were therefore never absolute, even after all of these victories. Fighting against this continuous threat, the Royal Navy was directly and constantly

  associated with notions of wealth and liberty, powerful indeed for a nation whose lifeblood was mercantilism. The army, by contrast, was burdened with a reputation for tyranny. There was no

  standing police force in the 1790s and the common domestic experience of the army was as a tool for crowd control. The army was also intimately associated with absolutist government and the

  imposition of alien rule, a reputation gained more than a century before in the English Civil War and Cromwell’s subsequent military dictatorship. Its campaigns on foreign soil, deep in the

  heart of Europe, usually thousands of miles from British territory, did nothing to amend that reputation.




  The army was therefore feared as much as the navy was loved, something neatly summed up in an article in the St. James’s Chronicle, one of the popular London papers of the time,

  shortly after The Glorious First of June in 1794.




  

    

      ‘The extacy of joy displayed by the public on receiving the news of Lord Howe’s glorious victory, proves how much more Britons are delighted by success at sea

      than on land. The sea is our protecting element, and as long as Britannia rules the waves nothing can hurt us. A victory at sea must ever give us more heart-felt pleasure than twenty

      victories on the Continent.’12


    


  




   




  The naval dispatches therefore carried news that was interpreted in terms of financial, personal and national security. Naval battles were celebrated for preserving the status quo, not

  for expanding the empire: there is something of the Battle of Britain about them all.




  The Recipients




  We must also be careful to consider the Secretaries of the Admiralty, the individual men to whom the dispatches were addressed. The contact point between the Admiralty Board

  and serving naval officers, they were men of immense knowledge and experience whose devotion to the service was as great as any who sailed the ships. Their renowned longevity was one of the key

  factors in the consistency of British seapower from the mid-17th century onwards. Although Samuel Pepys is often remembered as the most famous Secretary of the Admiralty, many

  more wielded greater influence for far longer. Josiah Burchett, once a clerk to Pepys, served 28 Admiralty Boards over a career spanning 48 years; Philip Stephens was Admiral George Anson’s

  secretary and then enjoyed 24 years as an administrator for the Navy Office and the Admiralty before he became Secretary of the Admiralty, a post he then held for 32 years; and Thomas

  Corbett served in various roles within the Admiralty for 27 years before he became Secretary.




  In the century before the first of these battles, only four men held the post of Secretary of the Admiralty. There followed something of a flurry; as many Secretaries of the Admiralty served in

  the 12 years of these battles between June 1794 and February 1806 as had served in the 53 years between 1742 and 1795. Philip Stephens was the man in possession when Howe wrote the first of these

  dispatches in June 1794. He was replaced shortly afterwards, in March 1795, by Evan Nepean who served as Secretary for the next nine years. The dispatches of five of the eight battles, therefore,

  were first seen and dealt with by Nepean. He was then replaced in January 1804 by William Marsden, the incumbent when news of Trafalgar and San Domingo reached London. Each of these talented men

  lived fascinating lives in their own right, which I have sketched in an Appendix (p. 342).




  The Secretaries’ professional endurance was extraordinary by any standard. They worked themselves into the ground, frequently to the point of illness, to ensure that the British naval

  machine continued to function. These men may not have stood on a quarterdeck to brave a hail of grape shot but they risked the death of 1,000 paper cuts. It is telling that, when Lieutenant John

  Lapenotiere arrived at the Admiralty with the Trafalgar dispatches at 1.00 a.m. on 6 November, William Marsden was awake and working. Three months later, when Duckworth’s dispatch arrived,

  Marsden wrote:




  

    

      ‘I had a terrible day of it – was knocked up at three o’clock in the morning, when I had got about an hour-and-half’s sleep, called up Mr Grey at

      four, having by that time arranged and docketed my papers, and drawn out a bulletin. I then worked till seven, and lay down in hopes of getting a little sleep – but it would not do; so I

      returned to the office, and worked there till Mr Grey’s dinner was ready’.13


    


  




   




  And these men were valued; from 1800 the Secretary received double the pay of the First Lord. A contemporary noted of the Admiralty Secretary:




  

    

      ‘Whosoever cons the ship of the Admiralty, the Secretary is always at the helm. He knows all the reaches, buoys and shelves of the river of Parliament, and knows how

      to steer clear of them all. He is the spring that moves the clockwork of the whole Board, the oracle that is to be consulted on all occasions: he sits at the Board behind a great periwig,

      peeping out of it like a rat out of a butter firkin’14


    


  




   




  A proprietorial presence still hovers rather menacingly over the dispatches. Now they are public documents but then they were private letters. They are addressed not to the Lords of the

  Admiralty, the Government, the King or the country but to a single man, to Philip Stephens, to Evan Nepean or to William Marsden.




  One of the great paradoxes of the dispatches, therefore, is that they are private documents concerning matters of great public moment. All three Secretaries had a habit of folding over the

  bottom left-hand corner where they would scribble a reminder of the Admiralty Board’s decision15 and Nepean ‘marked’ the letters with

  innumerable ticks, like a manic school teacher.
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    The dispatches are personally addressed to the Secretaries of the Admiralty.
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    The bottom left-hand corner has been folded over and the Board’s decision summarized.


  




   




  Marsden, by comparison, was remarkably restrained. The Trafalgar dispatches he received are almost unmarked, but those describing San Domingo are decorated with small ticks though sparingly, as

  if he was embarrassed that he had begun to mimic his illustrious predecessor.




  

    [image: ]




    Nepean ticks relevant passages in this letter from Admiral Jervis.


  




   




  To help them exercise their duty the Secretaries had their own private secretaries, messengers and a body of clerks. The navy that these men administered with parchment and quill was one of the

  largest and most complex organisations ever to have existed. The figures from a single ship alone are impressive. Consider a 74-gunner, a two-decked Third Rate warship, the backbone of most fleets

  during this period. She was fast and manoeuvrable but still sufficiently strong to stand in line of battle and hold her own against the leviathans of the age of sail, the three-decked First Rates

  of 100–130 guns. That 74-gunner contained a crew of more than 600 men and 1,200 tons of food. Cows, pigs, goats, sheep and fowl of numerous types berthed alongside the men. She was propelled

  by sails that blocked out two acres of sky and those sails were worked by 25 miles of rigging. Her 74 guns produced more firepower than all of Napoleon’s artillery at the Battle of

  Austerlitz. And that was just one relatively small ship. Some of the largest had crews of 1,200 men or more and displaced at least 3,000 tons or roughly twice as much as a standard

  74-gunner of the 1790s. Now consider a fleet of warships. At Trafalgar in 1805 we know that the British fleet consisted of approximately 17,000 men in 27 ships mounting 2,148 cannon. The combined

  Franco-Spanish fleet was larger still, with some 30,000 men in 33 ships mounting 2,632 guns. Now consider an entire navy. In 1795 the Royal Navy consisted of 123 ships of the line and 160 cruisers

  manned by 99,608 men. A year later the size of the navy exceeded 100,000 for the first time, and by 1806, when the last of these battles was fought, the total had reached 122,860. To maintain that

  force in 1795 the British Parliament voted £7,806,169, which had risen to £15,864,341 by 1806.




  To see just one fleet of sailing warships come over the horizon under full sail, their canvas wings rising up as if from out of the very ocean’s depths, was to witness one of

  humanity’s greatest engineering and administrative achievements. To see two such fleets together, in a small area of sea room, one intent on destroying the other, was to

  witness the tension of human drama at its zenith. To witness, and survive, the subsequent battle was an experience that could damage men’s souls as surely as the flying splinters could break

  their bones. The Lords of the Admiralty knew the power of these letters when they collected them together; and they knew that they must be shared. Now, for the first time, we can give them the

  audience that they deserve.




  A Note On The Transcriptions




  Considerations of space make it impossible to reproduce a transcription of every dispatch in the collection, although the majority are included here. I thoroughly encourage any

  reader to go back to the original and discover the volume in its entirety. It can be ordered through the Manuscript Department of the British Library, quoting ref: Add. MSS. 23207.




  For reasons of economy I have excluded the dispatch relating to Lord Bridport’s victory off Groix in June 1795. Bridport’s original letter does survive in good condition although it

  has none of the accompanying material that can be found in the other battles’ dispatches. It did not therefore warrant a chapter of its own. Nonetheless the fact that Bridport’s

  dispatch was included in the original collection, when James Saumarez’s action of July 1801 was not, remains an interesting talking point and an important aspect of the collection’s

  identity.




  Spellings in the years 1794–1806 were not yet firm and formalised, nor were capitalisation and punctuation. Nelson, for example, wrote almost without punctuation, his text decorated with

  random capital letters which were his favourite way of emphasising words. Since it seems an abrupt break in continuity to call attention to such contemporary usages with a [sic], this

  device has been employed only in the most extraordinary circumstances.




  Small omissions, where text is irrelevant, are marked by ...




  Some letters are truncated down one side where they have been trimmed and the missing letters or words have had to be inferred. Significant inclusions have been italicised.




  The result is intended to keep the letters as close as possible to the original.




  A glossary is included to help with the technical terms.
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  The Glorious First of June




  Le Combat de Prairial




   




   




  1 June 1794




   




   




  ‘The Commander of a Fleet ... is unavoidably so confined in his view ... as to be little capable of rendering personal testimony’




   




  Admiral Richard Howe, 6 June 1794




  







  

    

      

         




        AT A GLANCE




        DATE:




        1 June 1794




         




        NAVIES INVOLVED:




        British and French




         




        COMMANDING OFFICERS:




        Admiral Earl Howe and Rear-Admiral Villaret-Joyeuse




         




        FLEET SIZES:




        British, 25 ships of the line; French, 26 ships of the line




         




        TIME OF DAY:




        0915–1315, and sporadically to 1430




         




        LOCATION:




        400 nautical miles south west of Ushant




        44° 26'58.38"N 13° 03' 26.81"W




         




        WEATHER:




        Fresh breeze at south by west; moderate swell




         




        RESULT:




        6 French ships captured, 1 sunk




         




        CASUALTIES:




        (including battles on 28–29 May): British, 1,098; French, c. 2,654




         




        BRITISH COURT MARTIALS:




        Captain Molloy (at his request); dismissed from command of the Caesar




         




        DISPATCHES CARRIED HOME BY:




        Captain Roger Curtis, Howe’s flag captain


      


    


  




  

     

  




  The Banner




  My favourite piece of maritime heritage from the age of sail is a flag, a great silk-tasselled banner in the collection of the National Maritime Museum in Greenwich.

  Embroidered in gold thread in its centre is the chilling exhortation: ‘Marins La Republique Ou La Mort’ – or ‘Sailors The Republic or Death’ (fig. 2). It was

  flown aboard L’America, a French warship which fought and was captured by the British at The Glorious First of June. It is a special object because it is so powerful; it says a great

  deal about the period in which it was created and about the day on which it was captured.




  The words speak of a foreign country urging its sailors to fight to the death for an elusive idea. This battle was not fought over gold or for the territorial ambitions of a distant king but for

  the people and by the people. The flag is not addressed to officers but to ‘sailors’, a word deliberately chosen because it encompassed everyone aboard ship. An admiral was a sailor in

  the same way that a powder-monkey was a sailor; to win they all had to fight, even if it was in different ways. The words scream energy and commitment because they refer to a Republic that already

  existed in an age when republics were forged only in misery and fire. This is not an exhortation to create a republic but to fight on behalf of an existing republic. The banner tells of risks taken

  and of battles already won. It thus points to the future by recalling the past, the very essence of all history, but its message is especially merciless. There is more than a hint of double-talk

  about its apparently simple expression. On the one hand, it suggests that French sailors were expected to fight and to die for their cause; on the other it implies that any French sailor who did

  not fight with sufficient commitment would be killed – by his own side. There is no doubt that the purpose of this simple order is to threaten as much as it is to encourage.




  The colour, feel and texture of the flag are also special. It can now only be viewed in the unreal stillness of an archival room but it is still possible to imagine this mighty banner curling in

  the wind, wrapping around a giant staff carried high by a chosen standard bearer. Its silky look and imagined movement bring to mind the multi-sensory nature of fleet battle where scarlet uniforms

  and shining silver belt buckles could be glimpsed through smoke which stung the eyes and choked the lungs; where sea spray ran down sailors’ faces like tears and the force

  of explosions was so great that they were as much felt as heard. In all this confusion, the banner was as much a specific rallying point as a general exhortation to unite in a single purpose. We

  know that it belonged to the boarding division of L’America and one can imagine the sailors hustling together and brandishing short pikes and hand axes, the thrusting and hacking

  weapons that could be used in a crowd where there was little space to swing a sword.




  The banner is utterly compelling. It is a powerful reminder of just how alien the period is generally, as much as it is a reminder of how alien 1794 was particularly. The French Republic, only

  two years old, was in the grip of the Terror, ruled through the threat of the guillotine by Maximillian Robespierre and his Jacobin colleagues of the Committee of Public Safety. All French sailors

  – officers, men and boys – were as terrified of being executed by their political masters as they were of being killed by the enemy. These unique circumstances led to a fleet battle

  unlike any that had ever been fought and one which would soon become renowned as the hardest fought battle of the age of sail.




  The Extremists




  The British thought that the French Revolution was rather a good idea until the French killed their King. In 1789, the year that the Bastille fell, the Revolution was praised

  by the British Ambassador in Paris and the House of Commons proposed a ‘day of thanksgiving for the French Revolution’.1 A popular poem even

  celebrated the new-found freedom of the old enemy.




   




  

    There is not an English heart that would not leap




    That ye were fallen at last, to know




    That even our enemies, so oft employed




    In forging chains for us, themselves were free.2


  




   




  This all changed in January 1793 when a man called Citoyen [Citizen] Louis Capet was marched to a scaffold in the centre of Paris where his head was roughly shaved and he was strapped to a

  horizontal wooden board. That board was then pushed forward so that the nape of his neck was exposed as a thin target of ivory to a dark blade that never missed. Drums rolled

  and the vast sea of heads that bobbed together in the Place de La Révolution stilled for a moment as the audience held its breath. Then those heads saw one other head fall into a waiting

  basket. It was the head of a man who had once been their king but who had been stripped of all signs and symbols of monarchy. For Citizen Louis Capet was none other than Louis Auguste de France,

  the 16th King Louis of France, the eighth King of the Bourbon dynasty, and the thirtieth king to have reigned in the 802 years since the foundation of the Capetian dynasty in AD 987.




  It is well known that France during the Revolution was unrecognisable from France before the Revolution. It is less well known that ‘The Revolution’ can be divided into numerous

  periods, each of which has its own distinct cultural flavour. Even if one takes a very broad brush, there is the Revolution at the storming of the Bastille, the Revolution at the execution of Louis

  XVI, the Revolution under the Jacobins and the Revolution under the Directory. The battle that became known as The Glorious First of June was fought during the reign of the Jacobins, five years

  after the storming of the Bastille and more than a year after the execution of Louis.




  The Jacobins were an unforgiving political faction that dominated French politics during a year of utter turmoil from 1793 that became known as the Reign of Terror. It was in this period that

  loyalty to the Revolution was strictly defined and the populace rigidly divided into its friends and foes. Enemies or, more accurately, those who were perceived as enemies swiftly found themselves

  under the iron blade of the guillotine, their last view of the world the bottom of a woven rush basket stained with blood. The Terror itself can be sub-divided into the First Terror of the summer

  of 1793 and the Second Terror of the summer of 1794, when everything accelerated into a crazy whirlwind of baseless prosecution and inequitable persecution. Over half of all the Terror’s

  victims died in June and July 1794 alone and, in those same two months, more were executed in six weeks than in the previous 15 months.3




  The fact that The Glorious First of June was fought at the very height of the Second Terror is a major factor in considering the ‘enemy’. French society had been whipped into a

  frenzy of ideological fervour by the Jacobins in a bid to unite France against her enemies, both external and internal. The survival of the Revolution was threatened by foreign

  nations waging wars on her borders as surely as it was by civil war dissolving France’s internal order and security. The revolutionaries had succeeded in removing the monarchy with an

  unprecedented vision of a fair society but they were now surrounded by enemies and were fighting for survival without international allies. The ancient European monarchies that surrounded France

  had been horrified by the execution of Louis XVI and had united in opposition to the Revolution. With the military strength of the young Republic too weak to attract or force alliances, the enemy

  that faced the Royal Navy in 1794 was the French navy alone.




  [image: ]




  That navy was, however, unlike any other navy that had ever been raised by France. The Revolution had affected all sections of French society and the navy had suffered

  particularly severely for its close association with the ancien régime and the aristocracy. Before the Revolution, naval officers were not only required to be aristocratic but to

  demonstrate descent from four generations of aristocracy. The navy, moreover, was closely associated with the personal ambitions and desires of the King. The ships were even named for the perceived

  qualities of Bourbon monarchy: Foudroyant (devastating or stunning), Glorieux (glorious or proud), Magnanime (magnanimous or noble), Victorieux (victorious or

  triumphant) and Courageux (brave).




  The new leaders of the Revolution simply did not trust the navy, and its officer corps suffered an unforgiving purge. Many experienced officers were forced out and, while some were imprisoned

  and others executed, many more simply never returned to their ships.




  Things were not made any easier in August 1793 when the French Mediterranean naval base and city of Toulon surrendered to Vice-Admiral Samuel Hood without a shot being fired. The Jacobins sensed

  base treachery on the part of their navy, when the real reasons for Toulon’s surrender were far more complex. The Jacobin response was a witch-hunt for traitors that drove yet more

  experienced men out of the navy. By the winter of 1793 very few naval aristocrats remained confident that their transparent loyalty to the new regime would keep them safe. One who did, however, was

  Louis-Thomas, the Comte Villaret de Joyeuse. Not only an aristocrat, Villaret had even worked as a member of the King’s guard. Nevertheless he was promoted to admiral when

  it became clear that he was one of only a handful of officers who commanded the respect of his men. During a widespread mutiny at Brest in the autumn of 1793, the crew of Villaret’s ship was

  one of very few that retained its discipline.




  For all of Villaret’s social skills, however, he had no experience of commanding fleets in battle and his experience of fighting at sea in any format was limited to the command of a

  frigate in the East Indies during the War of American Independence. To make matters worse, his captains shared his inexperience. Only one of Villaret’s captains or flag-officers had commanded

  a ship in fleet battle before. Of the three flag-officers in the Brest fleet, two, including Villaret himself, had recently been lieutenants and the third a sub-lieutenant. Three of the captains

  had been lieutenants, 11 had been sub-lieutenants, nine had been captains or even mates of merchant ships, one had been a boatswain, one a seaman and the remaining captain was so insignificant that

  he has left no trace of a previous career of any description in the written records.4 Few officers of any rank had more than two years’ experience of

  their post.




  Another major area of concern was at the level of gunner. Before the Revolution, a corps of seamen gunners had trained men in the exacting arts of naval gunnery but this had been dissolved

  because of its members’ suspect loyalties and the powerful position they commanded within the ships’ crews. A potential source of mutiny had been removed but at the expense of gunnery

  skill. Thus not only did the French navy lack experienced officers, it also lacked experienced sailors to man the guns.




  However, while they may have lacked experience, the resolve of the French sailors in Brest was stiffened in the spring of 1794 by judicious use of the guillotine. In the aftermath of the

  surrender of Toulon, Jeanbon Saint André, a member of the Committee for Public Safety, was sent to Brest to ensure that the Atlantic fleet did not capitulate in the same way as its

  Mediterranean counterpart. With the Atlantic fleet now all that France had left to defend her coasts, the stakes could not have been higher and Jeanbon acted accordingly. He transformed the

  dockyard into a hive of industry; he harangued and threatened sailors to respect officers; he urged and encouraged officers to respect their men; he repaired ships and he requisitioned martial

  supplies and men. In so doing, Jeanbon built a navy to defend his Republic.




  The British, meanwhile, had a very limited idea of the impact of the Revolution on the French navy. They knew, at least, that the dockyard at Brest was buzzing with activity

  but they did not know that the quality of the service’s manpower had suffered so badly. The French navy was rotten inside but Jeanbon had polished its skin until it gleamed. A significant

  distinguishing factor of this battle, therefore, was the unknown quality of the enemy that the British faced. The war was already two years old and there had been several frigate actions and one

  recent action between two small squadrons but, as yet, there had been no large fleet action. There had not, in fact, been a fleet action between the British and French for 11 years. The French had

  all fought bravely in the few small actions since the start of the war but fleet warfare demanded so much more. How would the enemy captains control their ships in relation to each other? How

  swiftly could they form a line of battle from a cruising formation? How well could they recover their cohesion if routed by a successful attack? How swiftly and competently could they manoeuvre

  their ships, either individually or as a fleet? All of this was crucial information if the British were to win a fleet battle, but it could only be ascertained and then used to advantage by a man

  of immense naval skill and experience. In the summer of 1794 there was no finer or more experienced British seaman than Richard Howe.




  The Sea dog




  Howe was a difficult man to get to know and one’s reaction to him rather depended on where and how one met him. His career spanned politics and the navy and his

  reputation in both worlds differed wildly. He served as Member of Parliament for Dartmouth for 25 years and had enjoyed a stint as Treasurer of the Navy before being honoured with the position of

  First Lord of the Admiralty in the peace that followed the War of American Independence. It was a notorious time of political faction and many politicians suffered from partisan bickering. Howe

  suffered particularly badly and was out of his depth in the cut and thrust of the vigorous, fluid politics of the 1780s. A decade later, when he returned to sea and took command of the Channel

  Fleet, such was his political reputation that several high-ranking officers openly refused to have anything to do with him. Vice-Admiral John Jervis, the future victor of the

  Battle of St Vincent (fig. 5), determined to ‘oppose him in everything’. The impact of Howe’s political naivety seems to have been increased by an inability to encourage

  friendship. He was fiercely private and contemporaries variously described him as silent, morose, inaccessible, strange, awkward, shy, austere and cold. His portraits, and particularly that by John

  Singleton Copley, reveal a man with deep bags under his eyes, standing ever so slightly stooped as if weighed down by the burdens of high rank (fig. 3).




  A line must be drawn, however, between Howe’s political and naval lives. At sea, social skills were less of a concern for a man who could lead by example or who demonstrably cared for his

  crews, and Howe was undoubtedly both. For all of his awkwardness, which led the politician Horace Walpole to declare that he ‘never made a friendship but at the mouth of a

  cannon’,5 Howe certainly could make friends at that cannon’s mouth. His earliest biographer believed that the sailors’ attachment to Howe

  was ‘unexampled’. Their loyalty stemmed from his unmatched dedication to improving their living and working conditions and his famous courage, both of which were magnified by the length

  of his naval service. By 1794, he had served in the navy for 59 years, having joined as a nine-year-old boy. He was famed for firing the shots off Newfoundland that led to the capture of the French

  64-gunner Alcide and began the Seven Years War at sea. He went on to distinguish himself in that war when he attacked a shore fortification off Rochefort with such ferocity and from such a

  close and perilous position that he drove the French from their guns, causing his enemy to wonder in amazement that ‘something more than a man must be on board that ship’.6 Howe then fought in the American War with great facility, regularly out-foxing and out-manoeuvring his French rivals in a cat-and-mouse game played off New York in

  1778. In 1782 he again distinguished himself by escorting a fleet of vulnerable transports to the besieged fortress of Gibraltar, an operation executed under the guns of a powerful Franco-Spanish

  fleet. When his behaviour during that operation was questioned by a fellow naval officer, Captain John Hervey, Howe called Hervey out to a duel and his opponent backed down. Howe was not a man to

  be provoked.




  By 1794, however, his time as an active naval officer had ended. He was 68 and suffered so badly from gout that he had tried to cure it by standing on a stingray, a well-known but nonetheless

  extreme cure. He was then forced out of retirement to command the Channel Fleet at the insistence of the King, who was certainly fond of Howe but was also severely restricted in

  his choice of flag-officers. Of those with fighting experience from the previous war, the War of American Independence, George Rodney, Richard Kempenfelt and George Darby were dead, Edward Hughes

  was fully retired and would be dead within a year and Samuel Hood, the obvious candidate, had already been posted to the Mediterranean. Howe, languishing in Bath to cure his ills, was summoned by

  the King and sent back to sea. How would the elderly, unwell and reluctant Howe fare against the youthful determination and inexperience of Villaret?




  A major problem that Howe faced was the manning of his fleet. The traditional view of this period emphasises the difficulty with which the French fleet was manned in the chaos of revolution and

  under their archaic manning system, the system de classes, which required all men from the coastal provinces of France to serve one year in three, four or five, depending on the size of

  the province and the needs of the fleet. However the British system was also straining under the burden of war. The pick of the navy’s men and ships had already sailed to the Mediterranean

  under Samuel Hood and Howe failed to make up the shortfall. Some of those raised were mere boys, many with no experience of ships, let alone of fighting. Rear-Admiral Thomas Pasley of the

  Bellerophon was furious that some of his marines were too young and weak even to carry a musket. When he eventually left Spithead to cruise in Biscay, all of Howe’s ships, with the

  exception of one, the 98-gun Glory, were undermanned. The seven First and Second Rates of the fleet were 766 men short while the 18 Third Rate ships, those powerful 74-gun two-deckers that

  formed the backbone of the fleet, were no less than 1,629 men short. We also know that the British crews were not exercised at the guns or sails as systematically or as regularly as has long been

  assumed. Some ships, Howe’s flagship being the best example, practised regularly in the days before the fleet left Spithead, but we know from their logs that nine of the fleet, that is just

  under a third, had either no practice or had practised just once when they left to face the French.




  In comparison with the French captains, however, the British captains were highly experienced. All 23 had experience of fleet action, six of them more than four times. The most experienced had

  fought in three wars, the War of the Austrian Succession (1739–58), the Seven Years War (1756–63) and the War of American Independence (1775–83). Nine had fought at the most

  decisive actions of the previous 50 years, the two Battles of Finisterre (1747), the Battles of Lagos and Quiberon Bay (1759) and the Battle of the Saints (1782). For all that

  experience, however, Howe was still concerned about how they would react under gunfire. We know that he confided to a midshipman of his flagship that he would refuse any opportunity of action at

  night as he needed daylight ‘to see how my own captains conduct themselves’.7 His concern was based on a well-established tradition of British

  captains failing to do as their admiral ordered.




  Nevertheless the British public bayed for, and expected, naval success. News of the activity in Brest flew across the Channel as surely as the rumours of butchery in the streets and entire

  families being carted off to the guillotine. The populace was terrified that the French would invade and pollute British society with their extremism and horror. And they placed their faith in the

  navy. The expectation heaped upon Howe and his fleet was not entirely justified by recent form, however. The navy had enjoyed convincing victories against the French at the Battle of the Saints in

  1782 and at the Moonlight Battle of 1780 but they had been a full 12 and 14 years earlier respectively and were but two of the several battles fought during the War of American Independence. The

  rest of them had been either hard-fought draws or British losses. It had been during the war before that, the Seven Years’ War, that British victory had first become regular, sustained and in

  any way ‘expected’. And that war had ended in 1762, 32 years before Howe took charge of his fleet and set sail in May 1794 to meet the navy of the nascent French republic.




  The Convoy




  France had been starving since the early spring of 1794. In the previous year the Committee of Public Safety had launched a programme of enforced conscription to raise a vast

  army, intended to be some 750,000 strong. The young men who worked the fields now learned to work muskets; the carts that once carried crops now carried army victuals; and the horses that once

  worked the fields now pulled gun carriages. To make matters worse, spring was always a time of want. The year’s supply of grain had been consumed and the barns lay empty, waiting for the new

  harvest.




  The only solution was to import the necessary food. Failure to do so would increase internal disorder and threaten the survival of the Republic itself. The stakes could not

  have been higher. And so Robespierre looked for a trading partner and found one in America. The American colonies had recently won their independence from British rule with their own revolution and

  a significant portion of Americans, though by no means all, were sympathetic towards the French struggle. Although the Americans remained officially neutral in the conflict, the French found in

  them a willingness to trade.




  Throughout April a vast convoy of French merchantmen gathered in Chesapeake Bay under the wings of an escorting force commanded by Rear-Admiral Pierre-Jean Vanstabel. When the convoy was ready

  to leave it consisted of no less than 156 ships, worth in total some £1.5 million. The ships’ holds contained 67,000 barrels of flour, hides, bacon and salt-beef, 11,241 barrels of

  coffee and 7,163 barrels of sugar, cotton, cocoa, rice and indigo. There was so much to carry that even the warships loaded trade goods. None of this could be carried out in secret and soon the

  British came to hear of the convoy. It offered an extraordinary opportunity to weaken the French war machine by depriving it of vital foodstuffs and thus of threatening the political position of

  the tottering Robespierre. Its capture was considered by the British government to be ‘an object of the most urgent importance to the success of the present war’ and it was perfectly

  clear that the French would do everything in their power to protect it. The arrival of the convoy would therefore also provide an opportunity to bring the main French fleet to battle.




  The British assault was two-pronged. To the south, deep into Biscay, sailed Rear-Admiral George Montagu with a squadron of six 74-gunners and three frigates. His orders were to find the convoy

  and return with it to Britain. Howe, meanwhile, was charged with preventing the French fleet from protecting the convoy and, if possible, destroying it. So, while Montagu headed south, Howe headed

  for Brest and sent fast frigates ahead to discover the location and strength of the French fleet. He found them in Brest but he was driven off station by a severe westerly wind. When he finally

  returned to the French coast, Brest harbour, so recently full of the clank and rattle of maritime industry, was empty except for a few sorry hulks too rotten to sail or too ill-equipped to fight.

  Villaret had seen Howe’s frigates in Brest Roads as surely as the frigates had seen Villaret in Brest, and the Frenchman had quickly reached the conclusion that the

  British fleet was out in force. He had had no choice but to sail to protect his convoy.




  Howe sailed west, hunting desperately for the French. Not only could they now protect their convoy but they could also overwhelm Montagu’s far smaller squadron; it had become essential to

  intercept Villaret. Although initially three days behind, Howe soon began to find evidence of the French as he came across merchantmen who had seen them pass or others who had been captured by the

  French fleet and were being taken back to port as prizes of war. All were mopped up by the British and most burned so that Howe did not have to sacrifice any of his weakened warship crews to man

  the prizes. Combining intelligence of their rough location with his seaman’s sense of where a fleet might be after three days in the extant sea and weather conditions, Howe began to sense

  Villaret’s location. He headed north and then dramatically east after receiving new intelligence that he had already passed him. Villaret, meanwhile, had heard rumours of Howe’s

  position and headed east to avoid contact. On 28 May 1794, therefore, we find both Howe and Villaret heading east along almost the same line of latitude, Montagu heading back to Plymouth having

  been unable to locate the convoy and Vanstabel rapidly closing from the west on both Villaret’s and Howe’s location.




  The Dispatches




  There are more dispatches for this battle than for any other and by some margin. No less than 147 pages of the 300-page volume are dedicated to the dispatches produced in the

  aftermath of 1 June. Three explanations suggest themselves. First, the battle was far longer than any other. Its name is actually misleading: The First of June was the third of three major actions

  fought over a five-day period. There were also significant clashes on both 28 and 29 May, both of which are described, together with the events of 30 and 31 May. Second is Howe’s particular

  dispatch technique. As can be seen from his letter dated 2 June (p. 48), he was extremely reluctant to offer any opinion about the behaviour of British captains in those numerous areas of the

  several battles which he did not himself witness. To solve the problem he enclosed with his own dispatches a significant number of other reports, including lengthy dispatches

  from his subordinate flag-officers. The dispatches from The First of June are unique in this respect. No other battle is described in so many different accounts from so many different perspectives

  and in so many different ways. And third, there is Howe’s work ethic. He was a man of immense industry, both as a sailor and as an administrator, and his work was always coloured by great

  professional pride and an eye for detail. He therefore sent to the Admiralty the documents that he would have liked to have read in their situation. And that meant everything.




  Rear-Admiral G. Montagu to P. Stephens, 3 June 1794




  This letter from George Montagu was the first hint that the much-anticipated battle with the French had finally happened. It was written aboard Montagu’s flagship, the

  Hector, as she lay in Plymouth Sound on 3 June, two days after the main battle and a week after the two fleets’ first contact. Montagu was in Plymouth because he had been forced to

  abandon his search for the convoy in Biscay and revictual his ships. So while news of the engagement was good news for the Admiralty, it was not good news for Montagu. If his estimate of the size

  of the French fleet, 30, was correct, then Howe’s fleet of 26 would have been outnumbered and his force of six 74-gunners could have made all the difference. Had Montagu’s decision to

  return home left his Admiral outnumbered in the face of the enemy?




  The letter is typical of the way that news trickled through to the Admiralty. It is vague, comes third-hand and relates to only one part of an engagement that lasted several days. Montagu has

  not seen the battle, but has heard news of it from Captain Curzon of the Pallas who has, in turn, heard news of it from Captain Parker of the Audacious. Montagu has nothing at all

  to add to Curzon’s account other than the fact that the enemy fleet consisted of 30 ships, which was wrong.8 This letter has very little to say but,

  with the benefit of hindsight, it is particularly powerful because this rather loose report heralded such an extraordinary period of British victory. Indeed, when news first arrived, nothing was

  certain. At this early stage, ignorance grew faster than knowledge.




   




  

    

      

        HECTOR IN PLYMOUTH SOUND 3D June 1794




        Sir,




         




        Be pleased to mention to the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty that His Majesty’s Ship Pallas joined me this morning & that the Honble Captain Curzon reports

        having fell in last Evening off the Lizard with the Audacious belonging to the Fleet under the Command of the Earl Howe & that he had received from Captain Parker the Intelligence which I

        now transmit for the information of their Lordships, esteeming it of sufficient Importance to have it forwarded to you by Express. The Audacious is gone on for Portsmouth, the Wind being too

        scanty to allow of her fetching this port. I beg also to add to the Intelligence, that Captain Parker relates that the Enemy’s Fleet consisted of Thirty Sail of the Line.




        I am




        

          

            

              

                Sir




                

                  

                    Your most obedient humble servant


                  


                


              


            


          


        




        Geo Montagu




         




        PHILIP STEPHENS ESQR SECRETARY ADMIRALTY


      


    


  




   




  Montagu enclosed Curzon’s brief account of Parker’s engagement, which made it clear that there had been a significant battle. He described an engagement fought ‘in the closest

  manner’ by the Audacious; a Frenchman’s mizzen mast, main yard, main topsail yard and fore yard being shot out of the sky; a near-collision as the crippled Frenchman surged

  towards the Audacious; the Audacious soon being too crippled to control her movements; a desperate chase as the Audacious was discovered the next day by nine French

  warships; and finally a lucky escape through a fog bank. But the Admiralty had to wait until they received Parker’s own description of the battle for the detailed account that they

  craved.




  Capt. W. Parker to Philip Stephens, 3 June 1794




  Parker begins his letter by describing the initial chase as Villaret drew the British fleet away from the anticipated arrival location of Vanstabel’s convoy. Several

  British ships, including the Audacious, then engage the rearmost ship of the French fleet, the mighty First Rate Révolutionnaire. With a complement of 1,200 men and a

  battery of 110 guns, she was far larger than any ship in the British fleet and a monster compared with the Third Rate Audacious. The French ship withstood hours of battering before she was

  silenced but Parker reveals his uncertainty over her fate. Had she struck? His uncertainty was shared by the rest of the British ships nearby and the Révolutionnaire eventually

  escaped, unclaimed by any British warship. It was a major mistake and a reminder that the ultimate tally of seven ships captured or sunk in this battle could have been significantly better with

  this mighty three-decker added to the list.




  The Révolutionnaire had fought well, however, and the Audacious was severely damaged and in great danger. The next morning nine Frenchmen bore down on her and her crew

  tried to bend the foresail and maintopsail and set several studding sails on their injured masts. They even had to hoist false colours to disguise themselves, a ruse which appears to have failed.

  Parker and his crew were extremely lucky that the Frenchmen chose only to engage at a distance before escaping.




  Parker thanks his crew and makes particular note of the inexperience of some of his sailors. He is also careful to pass on the name of the ship they engaged, the Révolutionnaire,

  and he even refers to her previous name, the Bretagne. This highlights the French practice of re-naming their ships during the early years of the Revolution, erasing any reference to the

  fleet of the ancien régime. Such intelligence was of great value to the Admiralty and it serves as a reminder that the enemy now was not the enemy of old, but an entirely new breed

  of Frenchman.




   




  

    

      

        HIS MAJESTY’S SHIP AUDACIOUS




        PLYMOUTH SOUND JUNE 3RD, 1794, IN THE EVE.




        Sir,




         




        I have the honour to acquaint you for their Lordships information that on the 28th ult. in the morning about 8 oclock, His Majesty’s Fleet under the command of the

        Earl Howe, then in the Lattd: 47” 33’ Nº Longde: 14” 10’ West got sight of that of the Enemy.




        The wind blew strong from the Southward and the Enemies Fleet consisting of about Thirty Two Sail directly to windwd.




        Every thing was done by His Majesty’s Fleet per signals from the Earl Howe (preserving them in Order) to get up with the Enemy, who appear’d to be forming in order of

        Battle: but as I apprehend His Lordship consider’d their conduct began rather to indicate an intention of avoiding a general action; at fifty five minutes after One OClock, He directed

        a general Chace.




        Twas just becoming dark when His Majesty’s Ship under my Command arriv’d up with the Rear Ship of the Enemies Line; I immediately commenced a very Close Action which

        continued near Two hours, without intermission; never exceeding the distance of half a Cables length, but generally closer, and several times in the utmost difficulty to prevent falling on

        Board, which as his last effort to appearance, at about 10 oclock he attempted to effect, at this time his Mizzen Mast was gone by the Board, his Lower Yard and Main Top Sail Yard shot a way,

        his Fore Top Sail being full, (though flying out from the Top Sail Yard the Sheets being shot a way,) he fell a thwart our Bows, But we separated without being entangled, any time, he then

        directed his course before the wind, and to appearance pass’d through, a close a stern of the Ships in the Rear of our Line.




        When the Enemy separated from athwart our Bows, the company of His Majesty’s Ship under my command, gave three cheers from the Idea taken from the People quartered forward that

        his colours were struck; this I cannot take upon me to say, though think it likely from his situation obliging him to pass through or near to our line; But certain it is

        he was compleatly beaten, his fire slacken’d towards the latter part of the Action, and the last broadside, (the ship’s sides almost touching each other) he sustain’d

        without returning more than the fire of two or three guns.




        His Majesty’s Ship under my command at the time we separated, lay with her Top Sails a back, (every brace, bowling; most of her standing, and all her running rigging shot away)

        in an unnavigable state, t’was some time before I could get her to wear, to run to Leeward of the French line, under cover of our own Ships, which by what I could judge by their Lights,

        were all pretty well up, and tolerably form’d.




        This being effected, I turn’d all hands to the repairing our damages to get into readiness (if possible) to resume our station at day light.




        The Rear of the French line had been engaged at a distance by Rear Admiral Pasley’s Division, and some other ships that did not fetch so far to Windward, a considerable time

        before I arriv’d up with them; and this very Ship was engag’d by the Leviathan at some distance to leeward, the time I did.




        The night being very dark I could form but little judgment of the situation of our fleet with respect to the French in point of distance, other, than not hearing any firing after our

        own ceas’d, I concluded they were scarcely far enough to Windward.




        Soon after day light the next morning to our utmost chagrin and astonishment we discovered Nine Sail of the Enemies Ships about three Miles to Windward.




        The Audacious then with her standing rigging but very indifferently stopper’d, her Fore Sail and Top Sails unbent, Main Top Sail in the Top in the act of bending, we put before

        the wind with the main and Fore Top mast stay sails only, ill set, from the sheet being shot a way; but it being Haze with rain and soon became thick, we for a time were cover’d from

        their view, and before, as I apprehend, they had form’d a judgment of what we were.




        The greatest exertion was used by every Officer and Man in the ship to get the other Fore Sail and Main Top Sail Bent, the Fore Top mast being so badly wounded, the Fore Top sail was

        of but little moment, however the People brought the damag’d sail to the yard a gain though it could not be hoisted; But before we got the Fore Sail and Main Top Sail set, the haze

        clear’d off, and we soon discovered ourselves to be chaced by two of the Enemies Ships: at this period we saw the Ship we had engag’d without any mast standing

        and pass’d her at a bout a mile and a half Distance. The Ships coming up with us very fast our situation became very alarming, untill we got the Main Top Gallant Sail, Main Top M[ast]

        and Top Gallant Studding Sails set, when it was judged we nearly preserv’d our Distance, however from the Fore Mast being in a tolerable state of security, at half past nine we were

        about setting a lower studding sail, when three Sail that had been discover’d to the Et ward some time before viz two Ships and a Brig coming pretty near us we hoisted French

        colours.




        The state of our Masts did not admit of making alteration in course, they observing our shatter’d state, and two Ships in chace of us, stood a thwart us boldly in fire, and shot

        were exchang’d, the one a Large Frigate and the other Two, Corvett’s, But as We had so much Sail out, they fell a stern for a considerable time, at length the Frigate came within

        shot of us again and harrass’d us by a distant canonade upon the quarter upwards of an hour, but without doing us any material injury, we only firing some of our after Guns upon each

        Deck at her, she was observ’d to make a Signal to the Ships a stern and soon after viz a bout half-past 12 oclock with the two Corvett’s haul’d her wind, and by its becoming

        hazey the whole were soon out of sight.




        Having been chaced twenty four Leagues directly to Leeward, and the crippl’d state of the Bowsprit being such as judged impossible to stand if the ship was haul’d to the

        wind, I considered the endeavouring to find the fleet again, might put His Majestys Ship (in her defective state) to too much risque, and therefore judged it most advantagious for the Service

        to proceed to Port without loss of time to refit; which I hope may meet their Lordships approbation. I must beg you’l be pleased to represent to their Lordships, that the conduct of the

        lieutenants of His Majesty’s Ship under my Command, during the Action, merits all the praise I can bestow upon them. As also that of Lieutenant Crofton of the 69th Regiment whose

        alertness and activity with his Men at Small Arms, in supporting the seamen arm’d to defend the Boarding (which occurr’d twice during the Action) gave me perfect

        satisfaction.
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