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INTRODUCTION


Heart of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men, We are ready; Steady, boys, steady! We’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again.


Heart of Oak, with words by David Garrick, became the official march of the Royal Navy


HEARTS OF OAK


Towards the end of the eighteenth century the old world order was undergoing something of an upheaval. On the other side of the Atlantic a bunch of colonists had the temerity to declare independence, while in Europe a bloody revolution and the rise of Napoleon Bonaparte was stirring up a storm. The result was a succession of conflicts and, consequently, Britain’s Royal Navy was far bigger than it would otherwise have been during peacetime. This meant that there were more than enough glorious battles to be fought and great victories to be won to meet the needs of any aspiring hero.


‘Cometh the time, cometh the man.’ This adage could not have been more apt when applied to Britain’s most famous sailor, Admiral Lord Nelson. In the hero-making business here is a prime example of the right man being in the right place at the right time. If his times had been any less eventful then young Horatio might have stayed in Norfolk and become a clergyman like his father.


Not only did he look better in a uniform than a dog collar, Nelson had extraordinary charisma and leadership qualities. The women adored him, his men would follow him into hell and back. What’s more, he had the foresight to die young – he was only forty-seven years old at Trafalgar – and to die gloriously, two essential elements in the creation of such a potent hero myth.


Equally as famous is his greatest flagship, HMS Victory. It was not the only ship Nelson served on, and he was not the only admiral to hoist his flag on Victory, not by a long shot, but it was his ship at the most famous moment in his career and in the history of naval conflict. It also happens to be an extraordinary survivor, the lone one of her era. Following a hammering at the Battle of Trafalgar, Victory was refitted, virtually rebuilt, and went on to serve in two Baltic campaigns. Miraculously, thanks largely to the sentimentality of key figures within the Admiralty, she escaped the breakers yard. Unlike HMS Temeraire, which fought alongside Victory at Trafalgar and is famously depicted in J.M.W. Turner’s oil painting ‘The Fighting Temeraire tugged to her last berth to be broken up, 1838’.


Most wooden ships of that time were only expected to last a dozen years, maybe twenty. Victory has been around for over 200 years and since the 1920s has attracted thousands of visitors to the historic naval dockyard at Portsmouth. She is an incredible ship; a unique time capsule of life in Nelson’s navy. When I saw her for the first time I was impressed by her size – much bigger than I had expected – a wall of black and yellow-ochre peppered with gun ports. She must have been an incredible sight when she was in full sail, and the concept of thirty or forty of these fighting ships slogging it out at close range is almost beyond imagination.




Did you know?


Horatio Nelson suffered terribly from seasickness throughout his nava career.





Above all else, HMS Victory is an icon of those values which were so important in Nelson’s time – patriotism, heroism and an unwavering sense of duty. This is why Winston Churchill was photographed visiting the ship during the dark days of the Second World War. He wanted to assure people she was undamaged by the air raids. He also recognised the powerful symbolism she evokes, as did Hitler who talked of taking Nelson’s Column back to Berlin as a souvenir after the invasion of Britain. But Nelson and Victory had repelled one would-be invader and Churchill would thwart another.


Victory’s heart is of strong English oak. When the celebrated actor David Garrick wrote the words to the song Heart of oak he was not only referring to the great ships-of-the-line, but he was also alluding to the men who served on them. This is their story too.




BUILDING A FIRST-RATE SHIP


This day will be launched His Majesty’s Ship the Victory, estimated the largest and finest ship ever built. Several of the Lords of the Admiralty, Commissioners of the Navy, and many persons of quality and distinction, are expected to be present, for whose reception great preparations are making through the town.


London Public Advertiser, 7 May 1765


The building of a first-rate ship-of-the-line, a battleship for King George III’s Royal Navy, was an enormous undertaking – the equivalent of building an aircraft carrier in modern times. Far more than just sailing ships, these wooden battleships were intricate and complicated fighting machines which could stay at sea for up to four months to slog it out against the nation’s enemies – and there were a lot of those – while sustaining a huge crew of up to 850 men. Ships such as HMS Victory were the largest moveable man-made objects of their age, and building one demanded huge resources in terms of money, materials, manpower and time.


HMS Victory was conceived during the Seven Years War of 1756–1763, an international conflict of imperial rivalry that would set the balance of power well into the next century. Two years into the war, in December 1758, king George II’s ministers decided to build twelve ships-of-the-line, including a first-rate ship. Royal Navy ships were ‘rated’ according to the number of guns carried, and a first-rate ship such as Victory had 100 guns or more. A second-rate ship, no slight intended, carried between ninety and ninety-eight guns, a third-rate had sixty-four to eighty, and so on down to a sixth-rate with only twenty-four to twenty-eight guns.




Did you know?


The expression ‘Letting the cat out of the bag’ refers to the cat-o-nine-tails whip used as a punishment. When it came out of its bag there was going to be trouble for someone.





In December 1758, the commissioner of the naval dockyard at Chatham received instructions from the Admiralty to prepare a dry dock for the construction of a new ship. By 1759 the war was going well for Britain with a number of victories – notably on land at Quebec and the naval battles at Lagos and Quiberon Bay – so the warrant for the construction of the new ship was signed by the Navy Board on 7 July 1759.


The design of the ship, based on the plans of HMS Royal George launched from the Woolwich Dockyard three years earlier, was put in the hands of the naval architect Sir Thomas Slade, the Senior Surveyor of the navy. The big first-rate ships, such as Victory, were few and far between. The navy preferred smaller and more manoeuvrable ships in general, and during the whole of the eighteenth century only ten 100-gun ships were built. When completed, Victory would be 226ft (69m) long overall, bowsprit to taffrail, with a keel length of 151ft (49m) and maximum breadth, or beam, of 51ft (15.7m). The number of guns dictated the size of the ship’s company, and hence the space needed for accommodation and stores. A fully crewed first-rate ship would normally have 850 men – a term which actually included a number of boys and a few women most likely – although the crew for Victory usually numbered 820.


The first part of the building process, the laying down of the keel, took place at the Old Single Dock at Chatham on 23 July 1759; an auspicious moment marked by the presence of Prime Minister William Pitt the Elder, no less. The keel is the backbone of the ship from which the main timbers would spread upwards to form her frame.
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