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GIBRALTAR




FOREWORD


This book has been a joy to write. It has taken more than five years and I have travelled far and wide in my research. I have visited countless new places and met countless new faces. The faces made the places enjoyable. As a maritime historian, I believe it is essential not only to visit the locations where history unfolded, but also to get out on the water and experience them. I can now say that, in the process of researching this book, I have sailed, rowed and sometimes even swum up and down the Delaware and Hudson rivers, where I trembled at the currents where the rivers meet the sea; around Long Island Sound and the Chesapeake Bay, where I marvelled at the blue-shelled crabs and sniffed nervously for sand-banks; up and down the James and York rivers in Virginia; and to and from New York, Boston and Newport, Rhode Island, where I was bewildered by the density of the summer fog. I have explored by sea numerous coastal villages in both Massachusetts and Connecticut, and I have even been lucky enough to portage a replica eighteenth-century bateau from Lake Champlain to Lake George and then sail it down that most beautiful stretch of sparkling crystal water, the first time that this has been done for 200 years. I have marvelled at the challenge of waging naval war in the heat, trade winds and relentless ocean currents off Antigua, Barbados, St Lucia and Martinique. I have been foxed by the fog off Brest, by the swells off La Corunna, and by the currents in the Bay of Gibraltar. I have both been becalmed and nearly sunk in the English Channel. I have studied books, enjoyed letters, pored over maps and hefted artefacts in dozens of libraries, archives and museums from London to New York, from Paris to Antigua.


The helpers have a special place in my heart. First I must thank the Society for Nautical Research whose generosity funded a crucial part of my research in America. I must also thank the American National Maritime Historical Society and Burchie Green, who welcomed me with such open arms. I have relied heavily on a rowdy crew of scholars who are all so generous with their knowledge and time. Michael Duffy, Roger Knight, Jonathan Dull, John Hattendorf, Nicholas Rodger, Andrew Lambert, Richard Harding, John Tilley, Olivier Chaline, Michael Crawford, Alan Jamieson, Robert Bellamy, David Manthey, Steven Park, Carl Borick, Jim Johnson, Gareth Cole and Arthur Lefkowitz all offered invaluable historical help. Others helped with their company during my research or by opening doors for me. I am indebted to Carol Bundy, Edward and Jane Handler, Simon and Laura Tucker, and Jonathon Band. Andrew Bond has been a constant presence in the last decade of my writing and Nicholas Blake an invaluable sounding board as a naval historian and wordsmith. Thank you all.


SW
Trafalgar Place, November 2014





‘Is it possible that a people without arms, ammunition, money, or navy, should dare to brave a nation, dreaded and respected by all the powers on earth?’


Extract from a letter published in the New York Gazetteer, 29 December 1774


‘In any operation, and under all circumstances, a decisive naval superiority is to be considered as a fundamental principle, and the basis upon which every hope of success must ultimately depend.’


George Washington to Count Rochambeau, 15 July 1780




PREFACE


Once I heard an American boatman, with his boat trapped hard against rocks by a raging current, and with the boat’s stern-line hard as iron, scream for more slack as she began to grate and grind against sharp granite. You could see that he felt every blow as if he were receiving the wound himself. The boat was being subjected to gross moral indignity as much as to actual physical injury. With her hull exposed and her motions awkward, the tableau felt unnatural, it felt wrong. The boatman’s eyes bulged, his chest swelled and he bellowed an order.


Now, in this situation, a British seaman would shout ‘Ease!’ or ‘Slack!’, referring directly to the stern rope that was bar-tight, the tether that was holding the boat back from the safety of the open water. But Americans have another word, and theirs refers to the boat rather than to the lines by which she is held. As this particular situation worsened from accident to crisis, with the boat shuddering with every blow, the boatman set his shoulders back and roared at me – for it was I who held that stern-line – ‘Liberty!’


The problem was not that the stern-line was too tight, but that his precious boat, which encapsulated his livelihood, was trapped, pinned, restrained, imprisoned. The problem was not with the line but with the person who was holding the line, the person who was denying that ship her liberty. The problem was with me.


I was immediately enchanted by the way that the word ‘liberty’ survives in American but not in British maritime language. In a split second I began to write this paragraph in my head; in another, to the soundtrack of more splintering wood and American thundering, I began to write this book about how thirteen British colonies in America won their independence – in their eyes, their liberty – from Britain between 1775 and 1783.


Five years later I have completed it, and it is time for me to say sorry. So I’m sorry, Fred. I’m sorry that I wasn’t paying attention and that your precious boat was damaged. On the banks of that river we had our own mini maritime revolution, and when I finally started to pay attention and eased off that line, your beautiful boat won her liberty.




INTRODUCTION


How do you begin a naval history of the greatest war of the age of sail? Consider the scale of the problem. From first gasp to final whimper, the American War of Independence lasted a decade and was the longest war in American history until Vietnam two centuries later. It involved no fewer than twenty-two separate navies and was fought in five different oceans, as well as on land-locked lakes, majestic rivers, barely navigable streams and ankle-deep swamps. It involved more fleet battles than any other naval war, one of which was the most strategically significant naval battle in all of British, American or French history. Those battles were fought by some of the largest fleets of sailing warships ever to set sail, and some of them by the strangest and most eclectic fleets in history, including one that was taken to pieces, dragged twelve miles overland, and then rebuilt and launched on a lake.


The war bursts with tales of heroism and cowardice, loyalty and treachery, political blood-letting, military ingenuity, medical innovation and stunning incompetence. It encompassed tidal waves, three of the worst Atlantic storms on record, the gravest invasion threat faced by Britain since the Spanish Armada in 1588, shipwrecks, smuggling, riots, mutinies, convict labour, treasure ships, slavery, financial collapse. There were nervous breakdowns, epic feats of survival and endurance, as well as love stories, epidemics, miserable evacuations and narrow escapes. There were unstoppable invasions, unprecedented shipbuilding programmes, one of the longest sieges in history and one of the most outrageous examples of military treason in history, horrifying and systematic cruelty, a ‘floating’ town, spies, the world’s first military submarine and a native Indian tribe descended from shipwrecked slaves.


Starring in this spectacular were historical figures of the highest distinction, from George Washington and George III of England to Louis XVI of France, Charles III of Spain and Catherine the Great of Russia. While naval officers of great fame such as John Paul Jones, Abraham Whipple, John Manley, George Rodney, Samuel Hood, Horatio Nelson, the comte de Grasse and the bailli de Suffren navigated the oceans, Titans of political and diplomatic history, including John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, George Germain, the Earl of Sandwich, Lord North, the comte de Vergennes and the conde de Floridablanca, navigated the labyrinthine corridors of power. Countless unsung heroes, meanwhile, made their mark on history in a myriad ways, and all of this happened in a conflict that dramatically shaped the modern world.


So how do you begin? The answer, you might be surprised to hear, lies with a woman precariously balancing a model of a fully rigged sailing warship on her head.


In the summer of 1778 a new and bizarre fashion swept Paris as ladies began to wear their hair in a style known as à la Belle Poule. The Paris salons and society balls were transformed as dozens of ships sailed by on elaborately coiffured heaving swells of curled and powdered hair. What on earth was going on?


A perfect historical puzzle, it encapsulates everything I love about history. Sufficiently bizarre to seem ever so human, it also hints at far deeper historical themes and questions than the tastes of Parisian women and the techniques of Parisian hairdressers in the last quarter of the eighteenth century. Sailing warships, after all, were the tools of war and empire. They were used to protect trade, fight battles, transport troops and blockade enemy fleets. They represented staggering investment on a scale that, if mismanaged, could bankrupt nations. Those ships were engineering achievements of the very highest calibre that have been compared with the construction of medieval cathedrals, and the dockyards that maintained them were the largest industrial sites that then existed.
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A contemporary cartoon of a fashionable French lady wearing her hair ‘à la Belle Poule’.


Sailing warships were thus the very opposite of fashionable whimsy. Clearly, something quite remarkable must have happened, perhaps thousands of miles from Paris, to have had such an influence on urban society as to affect fashion in such a profound and remarkable way. This is what I discovered.


On 17 June 1778 a British frigate, HMS Arethusa, in company with a smaller armed naval ship, was patrolling off Cornwall when she came across a French frigate, the Belle Poule. The two frigates hove to within firing distance of each other, and the British ordered the French to return with them to the bosom of the main British fleet for inspection.


The French had long been covertly assisting the Americans with their rebellion, but Britain and France were not yet at war. In Paris, however, the moment for the declaration had finally arrived and a message had already been sent to Brest, ordering the Belle Poule’s captain to engineer a confrontation that could provide a pretext for war. He therefore refused to follow the British and opened fire. The ferocity of the subsequent engagement surprised the Arethusa, and though neither ship was taken, the British ship was severely damaged and her captain forced to break off the action.


The French crowed over their success. Anticipation of this exact moment had been rising for three full years and had reached fever pitch. Horrified by their humiliation in the previous Anglo-French conflict, the Seven Years’ War (1754–63), the French had rebuilt their navy. The American rebellion had given them the excuse they needed to join a conflict that could return French diplomatic prestige to its accustomed level, and the Belle Poule action was interpreted as evidence that the dream could come true. At the same time it was the most visible evidence possible to the Americans, whose rebellion was then wilting after a year of unexpected bloom, that the French really were coming to their assistance and that they would bring with them the one thing that the Americans lacked and yet desperately needed if they were ever going to win this war: a navy that could contest control of the seas with the British.


These themes had already been popularized in Parisian society, chiefly through the efforts of one man, Benjamin Franklin. The canny Franklin had spent a year and a half in France acting as a commissioner from the American Continental Congress. His role, and that of his two colleagues Arthur Lee and Silas Deane, was to nurture friendship between the two nations and secure both political and military aid. He was a revelation. He knew his way round the minefields of French eccentricities, having visited before the war as a scientist promoting his convincing theories about electricity and lightning. The French loved him, and Franklin’s major triumph was to make the American cause not just politically and diplomatically appealing but fashionable.


Thus, in the summer of 1778, both French society and the French government were primed for something dramatic and the Belle Poule action provided the spark. France officially declared war and French ladies began to appear with their coiffure à la Belle Poule. Viewed in a crowded room, the ships would constantly appear and disappear, rise and fall, pitch and roll in an extraordinary and involuntary theatrical display. What at first sight seems entirely absurd was, in fact, a rather clever piece of performance art, way before its time, that thrived on the contrasts that it exposed and delighted in. It brought all things maritime and naval – which is to say all things tough, hard, frightening, dangerous, wet, outdoors and masculine – deep into the perfumed, feminine warmth and cosy chatter of a high-class indoor party. Unsurprisingly, the French absolutely loved it.


My discovery of that extraordinary image was the principal inspiration for this book, for it was soon clear that ‘The Great Hair Mystery’ was just one piece of a far greater jigsaw. My subsequent research slowly uncovered what I believe to be the most intriguing naval story in history.


*   *   *


It is no longer necessary to entirely bemoan a lack of maritime or naval perspective in our histories of American independence. There are now excellent histories available on numerous aspects of the maritime war, such as the various roles of the Royal Navy, the French navy, the Spanish navy, the American navy, the maritime economy, privateers, fishermen, shipping, logistics and leadership. These focused studies are supported by an ongoing project of astonishing scale to publish significant documents pertaining to the war at sea. Under the aegis of the US Naval History and Heritage Command, the Naval Documents of the American Revolution series has been running since the mid-1960s and has become an important historical document in its own right. It now stands at twelve volumes, each well over 1,000 pages long, with forewords from several generations of American presidents: from Kennedy through Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, Clinton and Bush to Obama.


Nevertheless, no attempt has yet been made to unite or combine these many themes into a comprehensive narrative naval history of the war. As a result, the role of sea power tends to retain a limited profile in our most general histories of the war. Indeed, it is most commonly restricted to a single example, the battle of the Chesapeake in 1781, when the defeat of a British fleet by the French led to the isolation and subsequent surrender of an entire British army at Yorktown in Virginia. Cornwallis’s capitulation led directly to the fall of the bellicose North government in Britain and its replacement by one committed to ending the war. Thus is the link between sea power and American independence made manifest.


This argument has been well made by many historians and I make no attempt to challenge it here, at least not directly. What I have tried to do, however, is to extend this idea of the influence of sea power to the entire war, rather than to one isolated and very short-lived battle in a single location, whose influence is more debatable and far more complex than many suspect. What I have set out to do, essentially, is to provide the reader with a proper maritime and naval context within which to place the more widely known battle of the Chesapeake. By doing so, I hope to demonstrate that sea power did indeed influence the American war, but not in the way that one might suspect.


Within this broad approach, I have been careful to follow certain rules or themes. The first is that I do not restrict my ‘naval’ history to formal and established navies. It is often not appreciated that sea power can exist without navies – that is, without the formal funding stream, infrastructure, bureaucracy, professional manpower, permanence and warships that the term ‘navy’ suggests: an idea that is particularly true of this war. Twelve of the thirteen rebellious colonies formed their own ‘navies’ without any formal administrative or logistical infrastructure, and even before these were created on paper, some of the colonies already wielded significant sea power. The same can be said of the Continental Navy, which represented the rebellious colonies acting together. Ships fighting on behalf of the Continental Congress exercised sea power long before the Continental Navy actually came into existence.


I have also been careful to include the role of privateers, because the relationship between navies, state formation and privateers is far too complex to be separated. A privateer, after all, cannot be a privateer until he has received a licence to conduct private warfare that has been issued by a state: you cannot have non-state maritime violence if a state does not exist first. Thus the rise of American privateers is an essential, if surprising, part of the story of American independence.


My second rule is to make no distinction between navies operating on rivers and freshwater lakes and those operating on oceans. The contributions made by the former to this war are of equal significance to those by the latter. Naval historians tend to make a false distinction between ‘inland navies’ and those that disputed ‘command of the sea’, but contemporaries saw no difference. They simply talked of ‘command of the water’,1 an excellent phrase that has sadly gone out of use. If you are struggling to see a lake in the same terms as an ocean, I urge you to stand on the shores of Lake Michigan in a storm. You will not want to go out in a boat. Shallow it may be, but that shallowness and the relatively short fetch of the shores make for particularly brutal conditions on the water. And what about rivers? Rivers were to an eighteenth-century army as railways were to armies of the nineteenth century, but these were no passive, gently bubbling streams but evil and treacherous tongues of brown water whose currents could create whirlpools big enough to suck down a fully manned cutter. Figures do not survive, but it is safe to assume that during this war hundreds, perhaps thousands of sailors drowned in rivers, or otherwise died fighting on, in or near them. Most of the riverine warfare I describe in this book, moreover, happened on the lower reaches, where powerful ocean-bound currents met relentless land-bound tides. Operating vessels in such conditions was the ultimate test of seamanship. The slightest misjudgement could endanger the lives of everyone aboard, and with them the success of an entire military operation. Historians have tended to ignore men who fought in these liminal areas between land and sea, but I have the utmost respect for them. Indeed, one should remember that, for all his lack of ‘naval’ experience and understanding, Washington was the son of riverine Virginia and, of necessity, an experienced river boatman.


My third rule is not to restrict my narrative to the fates of Britain and America. Readers already familiar with the war will know of the major roles played by the French and Spanish fleets but may be less familiar with the roles played by those belonging to the Dutch, the Russians, the Danes, the Swedes, the native American Indians and by the East India Company’s navy, the Bombay Marine.


My fourth aim is to try to bring together what is conventionally kept apart by emphasizing the links between these apparently separate navies and the seemingly separate theatres in which they operated. This is a major departure from previous approaches.2 Trade ran from Britain and America to Newfoundland, Africa, South America, the Caribbean, the Mediterranean, the Baltic, the Indian Ocean and beyond, and where trade went, navies followed. The transient presence of foreign-bound trade convoys in home waters always carried significant historical significance, especially if they were captured. Each theatre, moreover, was affected by what was happening elsewhere in the world. If, for example, a major naval threat was posed to Britain in the English Channel, then one, or perhaps all, of the British forces in American, Caribbean, Mediterranean and Indian waters would be weakened to strengthen the Channel Fleet.


Such connections had a profound impact on the outcome of the war. The situation at Gibraltar, that lump of rock at the entrance to the Mediterranean, repeatedly set the war in America on a different course, while the situation in the Caribbean constantly affected everything on both sides of the Atlantic. One contemporary put it simply: the war in America ‘has and ever must be determined in the West Indies’.3 There are even direct links between the construction of a canal system in northern France and American independence.4 The way that these theatres interacted is both a fascinating intellectual puzzle and the key to understanding how the war developed. Exploring these unexpected links has been one of the most enjoyable aspects of writing this book, and the strength of them is most eloquently described by a single, captivating fact: a warship in the Pennsylvania State Navy was named Hyder Ali, after the warlord then fighting against the British 5,000 miles away in India.5 If you need any more convincing, consider this: everyone knows that the first shot of this war was fired between soldiers on Lexington Common in 1775, but did you know that the last was fired between warships at the battle of Cuddalore in the Bay of Bengal on 20 June 1783?


The fifth rule is that I have tried to emphasize the various different ways that sea power affected the war and the nations in question. The obvious military narratives concern fleet battles, invasion and blockade, but such a traditional view misses a great deal. There are numerous strands to this narrative – the effect of sea power on strategy, internal politics, diplomacy, economics (and of course hairdressing) – but consider for now the arrival of the British fleet off New York in 1776, because it makes a significant point that transcends all of these themes. Before it fired a single shot or unloaded a single soldier, its mere presence dramatically altered the situation in New York. It terrified the rebels, gave hope to the loyalists, triggered a massive civilian evacuation causing untold misery to thousands, and affected the economy. Time and again the presence, or even just the anticipated presence, of a naval fleet had such an effect, and the war was particularly sensitive to it. In 1778 and 1780 just the rumour that the French were sending a major fleet to America dramatically changed the war. To understand the impact of sea power on the war, therefore, one must first realize that military commanders and civilians reacted not only to the reality of enemy sea power – measured in soldiers landed or cannon-balls fired – but also to its promise, and sometimes even to its ghost: the effects of sea power often lingered long after the fleets themselves had vanished.


This may be a naval history, but it is a history more of people than of ships, and I have also been careful to emphasize how navies affected people’s lives in a far more personal way. The American Revolution meant that the sea, in some way, touched many more people than it had before the war. Throughout this war, an unknown number of people, but measured easily in the thousands, took to the sea in military operations or civilian evacuations and thereby experienced the world in a new way. A charming feature of the period resulting from this is that so many diaries are filled with awe at the majesty of nature. Here are narwhals, flying fish and icebergs, even islands covered in so many birds that, if startled, they would darken the sky.6 Those same diaries are also filled with shock at the unique life of the sailor – the smell, the cramped conditions, the hot, the cold, the damp, the noise, seasickness. All of these goggle-eyed innocents were baptized in sea power by the war. For them the scale and potential of the world expanded during this period, their horizons broadened. This war was nothing less than a vital moment in the history of the human race reconnecting with itself, and with our world, by sea.


An interesting offshoot of this approach is that I have taken care to emphasize the reverse image – the intriguing paradox of sailors operating and fighting ashore – and this soon became a dominant theme. Almost every major military operation had a significant maritime component, for it was impossible to move any meaningful distance around colonial America without quickly finding oneself confronted by a river, estuary or lake which was impassable without significant maritime resources and skills. One of the most important parts of Washington’s army – and, on several occasions, the most important part – was a regiment of mariners from Marblehead, Massachusetts. On more than one occasion land-battles were contested entirely by sailors on both sides firing naval guns from land-batteries. The presence and, perhaps even more so, the absence of sailors at critical moments in crucial theatres sent this war hurtling off in unexpected directions.


Another significant approach I have adopted has been to explore the little or completely unknown maritime aspects of otherwise well-known campaigns. Consider the famous battles of Lexington and Concord. Known most widely for the skirmishing on Lexington Common and in the woods on the way back to Boston, there were key naval aspects to the operation at both its beginning and end that directly affected its outcome. Then, the way that the battle was interpreted in Britain, which turned on the key question of who fired first, was directly influenced by a trans-Atlantic maritime race for intelligence. Consider also Benedict Arnold’s ‘march’ through the Maine wilderness to Quebec in 1775, one of the best-known military campaigns of the period. This was actually an amphibious operation from start to finish. Arnold’s troops first sailed from Newburyport in Massachusetts to the Kennebec River in Maine in a fleet of eleven ships and then headed into the wilderness with a fleet of 220 bateaux, which brought them down to the banks of the St Lawrence, but on the wrong side of the river to Quebec. Even the final act of the ‘march’, therefore, was a voyage. And what of Washington crossing the Delaware in 1777, sparking a hugely significant revival of American fortunes? Now that maritime operation is famous, one of the most famous maritime operations of the war, but did you know that Washington actually crossed the Delaware four times? Its popular title is actually misleading: ‘Washington’s Crossings’ would be far more accurate. Finally, at least for now, what of the most famous naval event of the war, the battle of the Chesapeake and Cornwallis’s surrender at Yorktown? Intriguingly, Cornwallis was not as isolated in Yorktown as we might think, helplessly stranded and waiting for naval rescue; in fact he had nearly 1,000 sailors embedded with his army and a fleet of sixty-eight ships to hand. Sixty-eight!


Above all, however, I have tried to emphasize just how difficult it was to wage naval war of any type in this period and the different ways that difficulty could be experienced. Naval warfare, for example, raised unique problems simply because of the slowness of communication. It would usually take at least a month for a message to travel across the Atlantic and, of course, twice as long to receive a reply. Key decision-makers, therefore, were working not with real-time information but with historical documents; in a curious link across the centuries, military commanders had to analyse information as historians.


The idea of a naval ‘strategy’ as we might conceive it was also rudimentary. The word did not even exist. That is not to say that planning or strategic thought was not attempted, but that war planners had only a loose understanding of exactly how one theatre of war would affect another, while capability was so limited and unpredictable that, when combined with the slowness of communication, any real planning was far more likely to fail than succeed. Sea power was hardly a surgical instrument of war, and this was not an era of men leaning over huge chart tables moving little model ships around: so many here to meet this threat; so many there to put pressure on that government; so many here to defend trade or blockade the enemy. Indeed, if there is one prominent theme to emerge from the operations described in this book, it is that, with only a handful of exceptions, none of them worked out as planned. The weather also played an immense part. Naval warfare in the age of sail was always influenced by the weather, but its impact seems to have been particularly severe in this war.


At the level of tactics, naval operations were confounded by limitations in signalling and by the fact that there was no shared inter-service doctrine. In essence, this meant that a fleet under one commander in one part of the world would operate with different signals, tactics and doctrine from another fleet, though from the same nation, elsewhere in the world. It is, in fact, more helpful to think of a navy not as one navy but as numerous different navies that worked in different ways. This did not make for reliable performance. Fleets working in international alliances suffered particularly severely from this type of problem. It was almost impossible to get different fleets within a single navy to co-operate with each other, let alone different fleets from different navies.


From the point of view of the economist and administrator, navies were enormously expensive to run and very difficult to maintain at any level of strength. Men had to be found to man the ships, and those men then had to be fed, clothed and kept healthy. In some theatres, such as the Caribbean, this was a herculean task and one at which everyone failed, but then, as we shall also see, every naval administration failed at this task even in the comfort of home waters. The occasional examples of success in this war within a war, when fleets were well manned and healthy, become fascinating exceptions.


All navies faced similar problems, but both old and new navies also had their own unique challenges. While the British, for example, were struggling with the problem of getting 5,000 sailors into a fleet without infecting one another with typhus, and the French with how to source sufficient nails to secure sheets of copper to their ships’ hulls, the Americans grappled with problems specific to fledgling navies. What rules and regulations should the men abide by at sea? How were prizes to be distributed and administered? Even the most basic questions took up time and mental effort. Who was going to design the uniform? And what was it going to look like?


This struggle with sea power is one of the most important themes of this book. Yes, it describes the struggle for sea power that was fought between various nations, but it also explains how the difficulty of wielding sea power shaped the modern world. True, the battle of the Chesapeake turned the tide towards America and her allies at a crucial moment and can therefore be seen as an example of how sea power affected the war; but, in many respects, it is the exception that has been used to prove the rule. Time and again, it is held aloft as an example of how the magic wand of sea power could be waved to bring nations and empires to their knees, but nothing could actually be further from the truth. The war by then had become a maze without any exits, not because of the potency of sea power, but because of the difficulty of wielding it.


And yet with every dead end met, with every failure and disappointment suffered, the expectation of the success that could be achieved with navies remained curiously unaffected. It was almost as if the enormous investment expended on sea power gave it the right, like a spoiled child, to get away with anything, preventing any significant critical analysis by those who had borne it. In every country, in spite of staggering naval expenditure, it remained the case that politicians who made policy had no detailed knowledge of naval affairs and few expert advisers, and lacked any appreciation of how chance and the weather could ruin everything as easily as bad planning. The concept of a ‘chain’ of events is therefore almost completely unhelpful in this war. Far from being tightly joined by iron links, events were flimsily connected like a house of cards. There was, correspondingly, a constant sense of apprehension and drama from 1774 right up until the Peace of Paris in 1783, and throughout this long period, there was a total absence of any realistic expectation attached to sea power. The promise of sea power remained far more powerful than the reality, so that, in a curious way, this is a story about blind faith – it is a story of faith in the god of sea power.


This difficulty of wielding sea power lies at the heart of the most fascinating question of the age – one of two questions that are central to this book: how did a loose collection of colonies, without any standing army or navy, win its independence from the most powerful country in the world, a country which wielded such sea power that it could block out the sun with its sails and hide the surface of the sea with its ships? Washington himself believed that, in the future, the story of American independence would actually be considered a fiction:




For it will not be believed that such a force as Great Britain has employed for eight years in this Country could be baffled in their plan for Subjugating it by numbers infinitely less, composed of Men oftentimes half starved; always in Rags, without pay, and experiencing, at times, every species of distress which human nature is capable of undergoing.7





The numbers are compelling. At the start of the war, Great Britain, with the largest navy in the world, had committed nearly half of its commissioned ships to America and had successfully transported nearly 50,000 highly trained troops 3,000 miles across the Atlantic. It was an astonishing achievement. There, they faced an army that was no more than 20,000 strong, consisted in large part of hastily trained militia, had few experienced leaders, and was supported at sea by nothing more than a handful of ships without any supportive infrastructure. How on earth did the British lose?


The second question is intimately linked to the first: how and why did the war end with the Americans winning their independence, in spite of the fact that, by then, Britain was in a position of exceptional strength at sea – far stronger, even, than she had been at the start of the war?


On the surface, both questions appear to pose propositions as incongruous as the idea of a fashionable woman, anxious above all else over the way she looks, appearing in public with a ship balanced on her head. But as we have already seen, this was an extraordinary period of history in which the inconceivable was conceived and the impossible was an article of faith.


This inclination towards disbelief and a consequent acceptance that the independence of America was somehow pre-ordained should not therefore lead us away from historical investigation but towards it, and in this book I will show how a naval and maritime perspective unlocks these mysteries and many more. Not only does a study of sea power in this period help us understand the events that led to American independence, but also it helps us understand sea power itself and the way that it has influenced history, for, ultimately, this was a war at sea that encourages us to think about what a war at sea actually is.




PART 1


AMERICAN REVOLUTION
1773–1775
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BRITISH PYRE


It was surprisingly difficult to destroy a warship in the age of sail. The first problem is that warships were immensely difficult to sink. There are several reasons for this. The first is that, as the water in the hull rose, it became relatively easier for a tired crew to pump the water up onto the weather deck and then out over the side. The second reason is linked to the first: as the hull filled with water, the rate of influx decreased because of the pressure of water that had built up inside the hull; it would soon reach a state of equilibrium in which the water coming in would be balanced by the water being pumped out. This bought time, often far more than sailors expected, and we now suspect that many stricken ships were actually abandoned by their crews far too soon.1 Given sufficient time and material, moreover, wooden ships could easily be repaired from the same material from which they were built. They were, in that respect, essentially organic: you could take a piece from here to mend it there; you could mend a rudder with a spar; a spar with a rudder; a piece of hatch coaming with a hull plank.


This all meant that the only way to destroy a wooden ship utterly was to burn it and that ship-burning carried with it a powerful symbolic element. Decisive, determined and greatly feared, to burn a ship was to kill a ship. Ship-burning was also symbolic because neither the activity nor the remains could be easily concealed. The spectacle created by a burning sailing ship is similar to that created by a burning church, because both create a vast pyramid of fire: the masts and sails of the ship conduct the fire in the same way as the steeple of a church, and the ship’s hull feeds the fire in the same way as the church’s nave. Gun-ports act like windows and allow the fire to breathe. Depending on the size of the hull, the masts of a warship could be anywhere between 50 and 220 feet above sea level, and the flames would burn higher still, 20 or even 30 feet above the top of the mast. The thick black smoke of burning timber and tar would then drift with the breeze for miles. Given the right landscape and atmospheric conditions, such a fire could be seen for 30 miles in any direction. But perhaps most importantly of all, a ship burned in a shallow river would not disappear. Ships’ timbers are too large and too damp to be destroyed completely, and the waters are too shallow to cloak the evidence. Either the entire ribcage of the hull’s beams or a few significant chunky timbers would survive as an enduring reminder of the violence that once destroyed her, as well as the method chosen for that destruction. To burn a ship was therefore to create an enduring spectacle that linked the present with the past across a bridge of maritime violence. It was a statement as much as an action and a symbol as much as a tactic. It was intensely and consciously provocative.


Burning a ship, however, raised a surprising number of problems. First, the fire would be difficult to start. It is an established fact of seafaring that all wooden ships leak, a factor of the way they are built and the stresses they are put under in their working lives. Wooden hulls torque and twist, constantly opening and closing the seams between the planks. The hull of any wooden ship is always damp, and in the bowels of the hull – the bilge – it is always wet. If a fire is to destroy a ship, it must be carefully set in the correct location and with appropriate material.


Secondly, an alert crew, especially a British naval crew, could quickly put out the fire. Consider this: the newest British chain-pumps in the 1770s, operated by only four men, could spill a ton of water onto deck in 43.5 seconds,2 and there was an endless supply of it – it came from the sea. The crew were certainly motivated to use their pumps: there were never enough boats to take the entire crew to safety. If a ship took fire, some men would burn and others would drown. All crews of British warships were, unsurprisingly, acutely aware of the dangers of fire.3


To successfully set fire to a warship, therefore, first required the crew to be neutralized. This could be achieved in one of two ways: either by a bold approach from a heavily armed ship or by some element of surprise. The method chosen on the sand-banks of Narragansett Bay in Rhode Island, on 9 June 1772, was surprise by stealth, followed by deception.


*   *   *


The attackers’ target was the British schooner HMS Gaspee, a ship that had been patrolling the waters of Narragansett Bay since early 1772, enforcing British customs laws. On 9 June she chased the Hannah, a packet-boat bound for Providence from Newport. The Hannah’s captain refused to heave to and led the Gaspee a merry dance before the latter struck the sand on Namquit Point off Pawtuxet. The possibility that the Gaspee was lured to her fate cannot be discounted.4 The Hannah fled the scene.


The Gaspee could have been left alone to refloat with the tide and continue her business of irritating the local Rhode Island merchants and inhabitants, but as she lay so vulnerable and so close to shore, the opportunity was too good to miss. Her attackers came in boats from the nearby towns of Providence and Bristol. They had no cannon and they were facing the well-trained crew of a British warship led by a captain notorious for his unforgiving violence. Everything depended on surprise. Time was also limited because the tide was coming in and the Gaspee was sure to refloat.5 Her attackers pushed off, wet feet braced in front of them. Stroke. Stroke. Stroke.


Their main concern was noise because the moon was invisible that night, and the attackers had blackened their faces and hands.6 Oared craft make a surprising amount of noise. If you are ever strolling up the Cambridge Backs, ambling along the Isis in Oxford or striding along the banks of the Thames in Connecticut, and you are lucky enough to see a crew of eight cutting through the river, shut your eyes as the shell surges past. It appears to glide, but the oars splash, the rowlocks clunk, the hulls make the water ripple, creating a distinctive whooshing noise, while the crew grunt, pant, growl and curse. The more men there are, the more noise the crew collectively, and unavoidably, make. A twenty-man crew forcing the blunt hull of a mid-eighteenth-century cutter through the water would be an orchestra of maritime effort. One technique that might reduce the noise, but by no means eliminate it, was to muffle the oars by putting some cloth, canvas or leather around the part of the oar that rested in the rowlock.


These men, more than sixty in total in eight boats and perhaps as many as two hundred in seventeen boats, depending on whose testimony you believe,7 kept impressively quiet and got very close before they were seen. A British lookout challenged the boats three times and three times the challenges were ignored.


Stealth now made way for deception. Within sixty yards of the ship, one of the boats’ leaders, a man named Abraham Whipple, stood up and claimed, inaccurately, that he was the local sheriff. He was, in fact, a merchant, and brother-in-law of Chief Justice Stephen Hopkins.8 It was a bid to buy time to get the boats closer, and it worked.


*   *   *


Consider now the position of the Gaspee. The majority of any warship’s armament, regardless of her size, was on either side. To bring her guns to bear, therefore, a ship had to present her broadsides to the enemy. If she could not move, she became immensely vulnerable at bow or stern. The way to attack a large, stationary ship at night with a flotilla of small boats was therefore to pull, as quickly as possible, for the ship’s bow or stern, and to keep as far as possible from the broadside guns and their gun-ports. Of the two, the bow was always preferable for an attack from low-lying boats. With anchor cables hanging from the side or piercing the sea at a shallow angle, and with the rigging of the bowsprit reaching out across the sea, the climbing was good there, while at the stern there was often a large glass window, which made climbing tricky and increased the likelihood of being spotted.


The goal was then to get on board as quickly as possible before the sleeping crew could be sufficiently roused to defend their ship from a position of strength. The British ship being attacked was actually an American-built schooner, no more than forty-nine feet long. The Americans would have known such craft well: they would have known that her crew numbered no more than thirty, and they would have known the rough layout of the ship below decks. The success of the plan rested on the assumption that the crew could be surprised with many of them still down below. Defending the decks of a ship from an attack launched from below deck was relatively easy. The companionway ladders were steep, narrow and few. Only one or two sailors could ever get up at a time, and if any became injured or were killed, they would then block the passage of those behind.


The attackers thus pulled for the Gaspee’s bow as quickly as possible. One British sailor estimated that only three minutes passed between the strangers being sighted and their climbing on deck.


Most of the Gaspee’s crew were asleep and undressed. The lamps were extinguished and the arms chest was locked. It is easy to argue that their lack of preparation was a failure of command, but it is also helpful to see it as a measure of the confidence that the British captain felt at that time and in that location. This was, after all, a British warship from the Royal Navy – the very navy that had recently dominated the oceans in the Seven Years’ War (1754–63) and which had helped Britain carve out the largest maritime empire that the world had ever seen. Rhode Island was one of no fewer than twenty British colonies in North America.* The captain of the Gaspee clearly felt as secure as if he had run aground off the coast of Devon or Cornwall. There is an important level of expectation here, a theme that runs throughout this book. The British expected their sea power, exercised and conceived here on a local scale, to be sufficient to cow the citizens of Rhode Island. But they were wrong.


The schooner’s commander, Lieutenant William Dudingston, stood near the forward shrouds and ordered the mysterious boats to stand clear. A commanding position it may have been, but he presented an easy target for Joseph Bucklin, who crouched in the bow of one of the boats and eyed along his musket. As soon as his target was steady, he pulled the trigger and shot Dudingston in the arm, the musket-ball unfortunately ricocheting into his balls, or – in the roundabout way of a polite eighteenth-century witness – ‘five inches below his navel’.9 He immediately collapsed, pouring blood from his groin. No doubt he screamed. The attackers, meanwhile, forced themselves aboard like a wave smashing its way through the scuppers and over the bulwarks. The few crewmen who stood to meet them were clubbed to the ground with wooden handspikes. Dudingston was surrounded ‘and told to beg my life’.10 He swiftly surrendered his ship. The crew were secured and the Americans set about the task of burning their prize.


*   *   *


The way to burn a ship was this. First, you had to open the gun-ports to ensure a good through-draft. This was often a problem. As the fire spread, the ropes that held the gun-ports open, hinged from above, would quickly burn, thus closing the gun-port lids and denying the fire the oxygen it needed to spread.*


Secondly, you had to pile some kind of kindling in the centre of the ship. Dried heather, reeds or birch, two or three feet long and tied in bundles, were ideal. The kindling could then be covered with a layer of material known as quick-match – strands of cotton dipped in saltpetre and gunpowder. Pitch, tar, olive oil, camphor and sulphur were also excellent accelerants. The fire had to be set sufficiently distant from the ship’s magazine to allow time for the fire-setters to row themselves to safety. Five minutes was enough if a boat was to hand with a strong crew.


The fire then had to be lit. Sometimes this was done with more quick-match, but a ‘port-fire’ – essentially an eighteenth-century version of a fire-lighter – might also be used. Compositions of saltpetre, powder and sulphur packed into paper cases, these would burn for about twelve minutes, long enough to ignite substantial sections of timber.11 If everything went to plan, the fire would spread evenly, the flames would lick out of the hatches and catch the masts, yards and sails, and the ship would become a fierce pyre. Guns might go off, paint would sizzle and pop, masts would creak and groan as the rigging gave way. The burning detritus would hiss as it fell into the sea. The fire would grow, live and breathe as the ship would break, moan and die. This is exactly what happened to the Gaspee.


* The twenty consisted of the thirteen colonies that eventually rebelled: Massachusetts, New Hampshire, Rhode Island, Connecticut, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, North Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia; and the seven that did not: East Florida, West Florida, Quebec, Nova Scotia, St John, Newfoundland and Rupert’s Land.


* This is why gun-ports on fireships were always hinged at the bottom, so that the fire could not suffocate itself with its own success.




2


AMERICAN ORIGINS


Revolutions are rather like oil slicks. Once they have begun, they can leach in any direction for any distance, and it becomes impossible to find a beginning or an end. No part of the oil is first and no part is last; it simply exists. All one can do is sample the oil for what it can tell us. In a similar way, any event chosen as the ‘beginning’ of a revolution is always going to be inadequate in one way or another. The best one can do as an historian is to choose an event that directly suggests or indirectly reflects as many significant issues as possible, and that is why the burning of the Gaspee is particularly important. I make no claim that it was the start of the American Revolution, nor do I claim that it was the start of American maritime hostility in the 1770s: the first claim would be unhelpful, the second manifestly false. The Gaspee does help, however, by encouraging us to think about the outbreak of the American Revolution in several important ways.


The first is to emphasize the maritime nature of many of the confrontations between colonial rebels and British armed forces in the early 1770s. So often the start of the war is measured from clashes between armed rebels and British redcoats at Lexington and Concord on 19 April 1775, when Massachusetts militia fought off British soldiers determined to seize stockpiles of military supplies. Others look to the Boston Massacre of 5 March 1770 as an important precursor to Lexington and Concord, when Bostonian civilians were killed and injured by British redcoats attempting to calm a demonstration against the Townshend Acts, new legislation that imposed an array of taxes on the colonies and tightened up customs enforcement. Both of these are, of course, important events in the timescale of revolution, but it is also important to realize that the years between them were alive with other examples of rebellion and, particularly, with maritime-focused examples of rebellion.


Long before the destruction of the Gaspee, we know that the fort on Goat Island in Newport Harbour, Rhode Island, fired at the customs schooner St John on 9 July 1764; that, in 1768, local residents seized and scuttled the revenue sloop Liberty in Newport Harbour; that, in November 1771, a Philadelphia mob damaged a customs schooner and imprisoned her crew.1 We also know that Massachusetts’ fishermen rose up in their opposition to British policies and that there had been several riots over the impressment of American colonists into the Royal Navy, with Boston as the epicentre. This had a long history. On one occasion in 1747 a group of Royal Naval officers were actually kidnapped in Boston and held until a group of impressed Americans were released. By the end of the 1760s the British were unable to press American sailors ashore – indeed, it has been argued that countering the British impressment of American sailors on American soil was the first significant victory of the American Revolution.2


The importance of the maritime nature of these early flares of rebellion is that they could so easily spread down the liquid highway of the eastern seaboard. Every one of the British American colonies had a significant coastline, and although some groups of settlers had penetrated as far as 200 miles inland, the focus of every colony was at, or near, the sea. The sea was both a focus of rebellion and the means by which the rumour and reality of rebellion spread.


The Gaspee incident, however, was more than a maritime event, it was a naval event, and that too is highly significant because it raises the important questions of why she was attacked and of who attacked her – questions that help us understand both the Gaspee incident and, more broadly, the complex motivation for rebellion that ultimately led to revolution.


In 1772 no one knew that there was going to be a war within three years. The key point to realize here is that the Gaspee incident was a brief crisis in naval power that happened during a period of peace. Naval power is too often and too easily associated with naval war, but that is to ignore the important activities of navies in peace, particularly the activities of the Royal Navy. A key part of its day-to-day work in American waters in the 1770s was the suppression of smuggling. Wars created debt that was reduced by increased taxation; increased taxation led to increased smuggling; and decreased navies led to an increase in the population of seafarers with nothing to do. The result was that there was usually an explosion of smuggling in times of peace.


Peacetime naval power therefore became far more personal and far more intrusive to the coastal population of the nation in question. In times of war the great ships usually fought their battles clear of the home horizon, on many occasions thousands of miles clear of that horizon. One of the paradoxes of naval power in wartime is that the majority of the people it benefited knew so little about it. For the domestic population, naval power in time of war was something obscure, something that existed through rumour, something that was experienced through terse description in newspapers, occasional artwork, and storytelling in pubs and coffee houses. In peacetime, however, naval power came home.


Tension between the Royal Navy and coastal populations was particularly acute in 1770s America. Britain and the American colonies had increasingly begun to confront each other over issues relating to taxation. The British empire was deeply in debt after the Seven Years’ War (1754–63), a debt which now cost the government £5 million per year in interest alone at a time when the government collected only £8 million in revenue.3 The British government believed that the American colonies should contribute to paying that debt off on the basis that they had clearly benefited from the results of the Seven Years’ War. There was a real sense of unfairness underlying this in Britain. Some estimates claimed that British taxpayers were actually paying as much as ten times more in taxes than their colonial counterparts,4 but the Americans also saw an imposition of tax as unfair: they had no representation in Parliament, so why should they be taxed?


Smuggling therefore became a way of flexing colonial muscle against the hated tax, but it was also an attractive proposal in 1770s America because it was so likely to succeed. Anyone who has sailed up the east coast of America will know of its mind-boggling length and variety, from towering cliffs to low-lying bluffs, with forests that run down to the sea, marshlands, lagoons, mudflats and mile upon mile of windswept beaches. A colonial customs service existed, but it was too weak to make a significant number of seizures.


To assist, the customs service began to deputize British naval officers. In this crucial period before the outbreak of war, therefore, British naval officers in North America actually carried two commissions: one from the Admiralty and one from the Treasury. In effect the British declared a modified, maritime form of martial law, typically the preserve of locations where there had been a breakdown of civilian authority or where an occupying force ruled over a conquered foe. British naval officers were encouraged in their role by being allowed to keep a substantial percentage of any illegal goods that they seized.5 This was all unpleasant and provocative, and a frank admission that the British government was unable to perform one of the basic duties of any civil government – to collect revenue.


The link between tax and customs, the Royal Navy and American resentment over their tax burden was thus made explicit, and it was worsened by the method of policing. With such a weak force, even when boosted by naval officers, the British resorted to a tried and tested method of enforcing discipline: they acted occasionally and in few locations but with great vigour. In the same way that pirates might be hanged to discourage piracy, so smugglers were now severely punished to dissuade smuggling. In several cases, British naval officers were excessively violent, intrusive and demanding, and perhaps none more so than Lieutenant William Dudingston of the Gaspee.6


The problem in 1770s America created by the relationships between war and peace, and the navy and taxation, was well summed up by Benjamin Franklin, who, in his Rules by Which a Great Empire May be Reduced to a Small One of 1773 – the year after the Gaspee incident – wrote a passage which deserves to be quoted in full for its passion and insight:




Convert the brave, honest officers of your navy into pimping tide-waiters and colony officers of the customs. Let those who in time of war fought gallantly in defence of their countrymen, in peace be taught to prey upon it. Let them learn to be corrupted by great and real smugglers; but (to show their diligence) scour with armed boats every bay, harbour, river, creek, cove, or nook throughout the coast of your colonies; stop and detain every coaster, every wood-boat, every fisherman; tumble their cargoes and even their ballast inside out and upside down and, if a penn’orth of pins is found unentered, let the whole be seized and confiscated. Thus shall the trade of your colonists suffer more from their friends in time of peace than it did from their enemies in war.7





*   *   *


The Gaspee was attacked because the local population was exasperated with Dudingston. He had developed a reputation as a violent, uncaring man who took pleasure in terrorizing the locals. The newspapers called him ‘cowardly and insolent’ and ‘a disgrace to his profession’.8 According to the Providence Gazette, he was ‘haughty, insolent and intolerable’ and had been ‘personally ill-treating every master and merchant of the vessels he boarded, stealing sheep, hogs, poultry, &c. from farmers round the bay, and cutting their fruit and other trees for firewood’.9 For these Rhode Islanders, their isolated rebellion was no theoretical cause, no matter for political philosophers in ivory towers; it was very real, very personal, and they were very, very angry. And, as always with anger, it was particularly potent because it concerned concepts of reasonable or fair behaviour.


If the broader question concerned the fairness of being taxed, the specific question in this case was how a British naval officer, as a direct representative of the monarch carrying the King’s Commission, should behave. Those rebels, as British subjects, believed that Dudingston had behaved improperly, that he had shamed the reputation both of the navy and of Britain herself. A crucial factor in their motivation was that, not only had they had enough of Dudingston, but they were fed up with the failure of the British system to keep him in check – a motivation that was shared in numerous other maritime-oriented attacks on British officials.10


One of the leaders of the attack was a man named John Brown, a wealthy merchant and the future founder of Brown University. Brown had tried to solve the problem of Dudingston through official channels three months earlier but with no success; it only led to the most acrimonious correspondence between the governor, Joseph Wanton, and Admiral John Montagu.11 This, therefore, was not the Rhode Islanders’ first response to Dudingston’s behaviour, but their last.


The lesson of the Gaspee attack was that official channels of grievance and policing seemed broken. So often the American Revolution is presented as a caricature of Americans fighting for liberty from British tyranny with the implication of over-regulation that comes with such an interpretation, but in fact the colonists needed more control from a governing body that understood their particular problems and interests. The paradox of the Gaspee and of other similar demonstrations of dissent is that the rebels were creating disorder because they wanted to contain disorder.


A key indicator of this is the relative lack of violence used in the Gaspee attack. It was a bold and vigorous attempt against the ship, certainly, but the only man who was wounded was the vessel’s commander, and there is plenty of evidence that he was shot in the balls by accident. The rest of the crew had no more injury than bruising from handspikes, and the attackers gave their word that the crew would not be harmed.12 The destruction of a ship may seem bad, but consider how much worse it could have been: in the early years of the French Revolution the figures of hated authority were butchered like dogs.


Even with their blood up the actions of other American rebels in this period were similarly characterized by restraint and control. The Boston Tea Party is the best-known example. Then, gangs of enraged merchants and smugglers, who were all set to lose out from new legislation, threw tea worth £10,000 into Boston Harbour. The important point for this story was how the demonstration was staged: it was highly organized, exceptionally efficient, entirely non-violent, deliberately theatrical and carefully symbolic. Even as they threw the tea into the harbour, they replaced a broken lock to demonstrate that their ‘quarrel’ was not against property or order, and one man who stole a small amount of tea was made to run the gauntlet and his coat nailed to the whipping post.13 Similar non-violent events occurred at the same time up and down the eastern seaboard – a strong display of unity throughout the disparate colonies in both the motivation and style of rebellion.14


Such acts, of which the Gaspee was an important part, were designed to demonstrate American responsibility as much as they were the scale of American anger. At this stage the question of independence simply did not exist: the Americans wanted to be treated justly and fairly as British citizens; they still felt closer to Britain than they did to one another.


*   *   *


A careful understanding of the British response to the Gaspee attack also highlights many problems with the wider British response to rebellion that ultimately led to revolution.


The basic point was that the British government misunderstood the motivation for rebellion. For all the American moderation in their rebellion and the reasonableness of their requests, the American rebels were continually portrayed in Britain as mindless thugs, pirates, smugglers, law-breakers, anarchists – as an infestation of radicals that needed to be exterminated. There was no room for negotiation in London, and so the rebels’ actions condemned them even when those very actions had been deliberately chosen to convey a message of moderation. The highest-ranking British military officers, General Thomas Gage and his naval counterpart Admiral John Montagu, must share responsibility for this misinterpretation, but if one reads their correspondence, the role that Montagu played stands out.


Montagu had arrived in 1771, when the rebellion was yet to reach crisis point, and his fear of rebellion served to realize his worst nightmares. He saw rebels in shadows and anarchy in well-meant demonstration; he turned his back when he should have opened his eyes and ears; he encouraged an iron fist when a kid glove was required. His letters back to the Admiralty were entirely devoid of any understanding and full of condemnation of American treachery and insurgency.15 The role of Montagu and other Royal Naval officers in propagating this belief is an unmistakable part of the British failure in America. It is a reminder that, when policing and administering distant colonies, especially in times of crisis, the subtle mind of an experienced diplomat was required, when in fact that role too often fell to the highest-ranking naval officer on station, regardless of his abilities in that field.


To make matters worse, sea power was a particularly sensitive tentacle of empire and perhaps the most effective way to send a message directly to London. After all, this was not just the navy: it was the Royal Navy. The navy itself was big and impressive, but the idea of the navy was even bigger and even more impressive. The link between the monarch and his navy had existed from the time of Henry VIII, but in the 1770s it had grown particularly close thanks to the careful nurturing of that relationship by the Earl of Sandwich, the First Lord of the Admiralty. To attack the Royal Navy was directly to provoke the king.


The point about the Gaspee attack, therefore, was not just that British authority had eroded, but that it had eroded to the point that the Americans had burned a ship of the Royal Navy. That message got through loud and clear. In fact it worked so well that the Americans were about to discover just how very sensitive the British were about their navy.


*   *   *


No blame was attached to Dudingston, who was sent to a French spa to recover from his wounds while the British politicians stamped and cursed. Unable to see the burning of a British warship as anything other than piracy or treason, they decided to impose British authority, symbolically as well as in effect, by declaring that those responsible would be dragged 3,000 miles across the Atlantic to be tried in Britain. To identify those responsible, a Royal Commission was set up in Newport, the capital of the Rhode Island colony, and given extraordinary powers of investigation.16 An enormous sum of £500 was promised to anyone who could identify any of the rebels, and £1,000 to anyone who would betray the leaders and the man who shot Dudingston.17 This was the first time that British politicians in London had acted to punish any of the numerous examples of violence that had taken place against British maritime authority in North America.18


The constitutional principle behind the inquiry – that the British were going to extradite the offenders – was widely despised in America.19 Appointed to a commission that was openly ridiculed, the Commissioners, who were all prominent men with personal interests in New England, ensured that it remained toothless and did everything in their power to irritate Montagu. When the Commissioners summoned him from Boston, he at first refused, but when he did arrive flying his admiral’s broad pennant, the fort on Goat Island summarily ignored his presence. Montagu was incensed.20 Realizing what was afoot, he understood that, in spite of the best intentions, nothing would ever come of the inquiry. He was quite right. The inquiry did not obtain sufficient evidence to apprehend a single suspect.21


Meanwhile, false stories circulated concerning the summary powers of the Commission of Inquiry and Montagu’s intent to lay waste to Rhode Island.22 Eleven of the thirty-eight newspapers in colonial America had reported the Gaspee incident within weeks of it happening, and it became the subject of one of the most influential and bestselling pamphlets of the revolution. In Boston a little-known minister named John Allen used the Gaspee affair as a basis to launch an attack on greedy monarchs, corrupt judges and conspiracies – all key concerns in the subsequent ideological hype over independence. His sermon An Oration upon the Beauties of Liberty, or the Essential Rights of the Americans was reprinted seven times in four colonial cities and became one of the most popular pre-independence pamphlets of colonial British America. It was also the most widely read sermon and the most popular public address in the years before independence.23


The story of the Gaspee affair thus became a cause célèbre, a flame in its own right to heat American blood. The burning pyre that had lit up the Rhode Island night now persisted through print, guiding Americans towards rebellion. Boston patriot Samuel Adams, who could see as clearly as anyone the significance of the burning of a British warship at that time and in that location, wrote six months after the attack, ‘Such an Event as this will assuredly go down to future Ages in the page of History’,24 but he never could have imagined the scale, depth and complexity of the story that page would tell.


*   *   *


The stringency of the measures taken against the Gaspee attackers was exactly mirrored in British policy towards America in the subsequent years, culminating in what became known in Britain as the ‘Coercive Acts’ but in America as the ‘Intolerable Acts’. The most significant legislation, the Boston Port Act of 31 March 1774, closed the port of Boston until the East India Company had been repaid for its tea lost in the Boston Tea Party, brought the Massachusetts government under direct control of the British government, and made the extradition of Americans to Britain for trial explicitly legal.


This policy of aggressive coercion was the brainchild of the Lord Chief Justice, the Earl of Mansfield, who spoke in rousing terms quoting none other than Gustavus Adolphus, the famed Swedish warrior king: ‘My lads, you see these men. If you do not kill them, they will kill us.’25 Everyone in Parliament loved this rhetoric and newspapers soon joined in. Boston was a ‘nest of locusts’,26 and ‘a canker worm in the heart of America, a rotten limb which (if suffered to remain) will inevitably destroy the whole body of that extensive country’.27


The only measured far-sighted thinkers were the Duke of Grafton, the previous prime minister and now Lord Privy Seal, and Lord Dartmouth, Secretary of State for the Colonies. Dartmouth’s pacific tendencies were restricted by loyalty to his stepbrother, the prime minister Lord North, which meant that Grafton was the only man to make any detailed conciliatory proposal. His suggestion, for peace commissioners to be sent to America to settle grievances on the spot, was roundly ignored and eventually led to his resignation in 1775.28


The policy of aggressive coercion was also assumed with the poor condition of the British economy in mind: matters were so bad that, as the embers of rebellion flared, the British actually reduced their naval budget.29 There wasn’t enough money for an overpowering campaign, but there was enough for a stinging slap in a single location – Massachusetts. Boston, therefore, was blockaded by sea from 1 June 1774. Any ship caught running the blockade was to be seized, along with her cargo. The only exceptions were ships carrying supplies, food or fuel for British troops and Boston’s civilian population.30


The British, however, simply did not have the naval power to back up their strategy. British ships were too few and of the wrong type. The mighty ships of the line that constituted the heart of the British battlefleet and which had won the previous war were useless in sheltered, shallow inlets like Narragansett Bay and Boston Harbour. Even frigates were too large. To blockade Boston and police the entire coast of North America, Montagu had at his disposal no more than one significant ship of force, three or four small frigates, and a dozen sloops and schooners.


In an attempt to enforce the Boston Port Act, he stationed eight of his precious ships in Boston Harbour, which might seem like sufficient force to blockade a single harbour but was woefully inadequate. The term ‘Boston Harbour’ is misleading. It suggests an enclosed space, perhaps accessed through a narrows, but in practice Boston Harbour was actually defined as stretching from Nahant Point in the north at the very end of modern Nahant Island, all the way to Point Alderton in the south, the modern town of Pemberton.31 The entrance alone to this ‘harbour’ is almost eight miles wide and at its farthest point is some eight miles from land. That area of sea itself was a navigational nightmare, strewn with at least forty small islands and smaller sand-banks that littered the approaches to Boston.32


The tiny squadron was further cursed by manning and supply problems and the poor condition of its ships. Boston may have been the centre of British naval power in this period, but there was no dockyard there; in fact there were no major British naval docking facilities anywhere on the coast of North America. The nearest limited facilities were in Halifax, Nova Scotia.33 The constant sea-time thus wore out both ships and crews, and this in turn led to impressment, which further infuriated the Americans.34


Even though the British naval force was inadequate, this was a key moment in the changing relationship between the Americans and the Royal Navy. These ships were now part of a hostile fleet, and Montagu was a hostile flag officer rather than a friendly station commander.35 At the end of June he was replaced by Vice-Admiral Samuel Graves, who had no more success than Montagu in keeping Boston closed. His ships repeatedly ran aground on hidden mudflats, and he cursed at how small boats passed freely in the shadows of the British warships, ‘creep[ing] up and down to and from Boston, in and out of the harbour in the night’.36 Meanwhile, the naval focus on Boston meant that the rest of the New England coast was left wide open to smugglers. From the summer of 1774, Rhode Island, Connecticut, the Delaware River and Philadelphia had no naval presence at all, and by now the customs service was impotent.37


Landed in an extraordinarily difficult position, it certainly did not help that Graves, like Montagu, was easily provoked and suspicious, was unable to get on with his counterpart in command of the British troops in Boston, General Thomas Gage, and was unwilling to take any initiative to tackle the problems that he faced. A close friend of Lord North condemned Graves as ‘a corrupt admiral without any shadow of capacity’.38 It is likely that Graves’s appointment was the result of his friendship with the First Lord of the Admiralty, the Earl of Sandwich, who should shoulder some of the blame for his failure.39 This issue of competence in command of the North American station was to become a recurring theme.


This early period of rebellion is therefore characterized by a curious and contradictory effect of British political and military power: it occurred and then endured in American consciousness because of British military and political strength, but also because of British military and political weakness. By taking advantage of transient weakness in specific locations, the Americans revelled in their defiance of a British naval power that had crushed other countries, but the failure of the British then to do anything about those acts of rebellion lessened American respect for British military power, particularly for her naval power, and encouraged the colonies to come together.


A direct response to the Intolerable Acts was the formation of the first Continental Congress of September 1774, held in Philadelphia. Though never conceived as a permanent body, this was still a major step towards state formation for the rebellious colonies.40 Representatives of twelve colonies* met to consider their response to the Intolerable Acts and determined on a boycott of trade designed to take advantage of their significant position in the Atlantic trade system – a tactic they had previously used to help force the repeal of hated legislation.41 Indeed, the Americans believed themselves to be in a position of strength. One contemporary commented: ‘America, impressed with the exalting sentiments of patriotism and of liberty, conceived it to be within their power, by future combinations, at any time to convulse, if not to bankrupt the nation, from which they sprung.’42 The Americans had no army and no navy, but they certainly were not going to lie down in the face of this new British aggression.


* Georgia did not send a representative, hoping for British help against Indians on their frontier.
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EUROPEAN GUNPOWDER


Here are some interesting facts about gunpowder. On home service a British First Rate man of war – that is to say, a three-decked ship of 100 guns – would stock somewhere around 525 barrels of powder. Each barrel was of uniform size and contained 100 pounds of powder. There were 2,240 pounds in a British (long) ton, so we can work out that a single First Rate man of war carried more than 23 tons of gunpowder on home service. Even a small sloop, of the type that patrolled the coasts of America in the 1770s, carried 126 barrels of powder, a little over 5½ tons. On foreign service, where there was less opportunity to renew the stock, the figure was even higher for all ships.1 For the single period for which we have decent figures, the Napoleonic Wars, we know that the Royal Navy consumed some 80,000 barrels of powder every year. The implication is clear: if a state was going to wage a war in the eighteenth century, it had to be able to source a great deal of gunpowder for a long period of time.


It also had to be able to source good-quality powder. Old powder was less potent than new powder; powder that was manufactured with good-quality ingredients was more potent than powder that was not; powder that was well mixed to the proportions appropriate for the chosen ingredients was more potent than powder that was not. Those ingredients, in name at least, were always the same: saltpetre, charcoal and sulphur. In practice the quality of the charcoal depended on the type of wood that was burned, the best being alder, dogwood or hazel, and also on the technique of the burning. Similarly, the quality of the saltpetre and sulphur depended on the source and the extraction and purification techniques. Each raw ingredient was ground and weighed before being mixed, milled, sieved, dried and then re-formed into large or fine grains depending on its intended use. Finally it was glazed with graphite to make it more durable.2 If the manufacturing process was incorrectly carried out at any of these crucial stages, the quality of the gunpowder would suffer.


The biggest problem that the Americans faced at the start of their revolution was access to these materials. Saltpetre could be manufactured or dug out of the ground domestically, but the manufacturing process took considerable time and salt-petre found naturally in the ground was always insufficient in quantity.* The best-quality saltpetre in the largest quantities came from India. Other good sources were found in Russia, Germany and Spain. Sulphur was also very difficult to access, and the single best source of good-quality sulphur available in commercial quantities was Sicily. Even if these ingredients were found in America, the colonial powder-making industry was far too immature to produce the amount of powder necessary to ignite a revolution.3


This all meant that, if the Americans were going to rebel, they would need to import vast quantities of gunpowder by sea. Other military stores were important, of course, not least lead for shot, flints for flintlocks and the firearms themselves, but the principal problem was powder. With no powder there would be no revolution. At this critical stage, therefore, the ability of the colonies to rebel became in large part a question of sea power, focused on their ability to smuggle gunpowder by sea past British warships or to transport British powder, seized in maritime raids on forts and ships, safely up rivers into the interior. All of this began to happen while the British were trying to impose the Coercive Acts on Massachusetts.


*   *   *


A group of European maritime powers were more than willing to trade in military stores with the Americans. The British had become so dominant in the aftermath of the Seven Years’ War (1754–63) that France and Spain, their traditional enemies, were happy to see the balance of European power shift away from Britain back towards them, and neutral countries such as the Netherlands and Russia were more than happy to profit from a British civil war – a contentment shared by merchants everywhere. This was a period characterized more by entrepreneurial sharks exploiting pre-existing maritime trade contacts than by political ideologists inciting others to rebellion.4


What made matters worse for the British – and a significant enabling factor for the American rebels – was that several European countries had a presence in the Caribbean which, because of the direction in which the north-easterly trade winds blew, was directly en route between Europe and North America. Each of these countries, moreover, had a large and established mercantile marine with time-honoured trading routes and long-standing American trading partners. Crucially, each also had a significant navy to bolster any stance they took in relation to the British–American conflict. In 1770 the combined French and Spanish navies were 14 per cent larger than the British, and by 1775 that figure had risen to 25 per cent. The Dutch navy, very roughly a third of the size of the French and half that of the Spanish, was also a significant force.5


The British, faced with a rebellion 3,000 miles away and a crippled economy, were desperate to avoid provocation of any of these countries. The threat of French, Dutch, Russian and Spanish sea power, imposed by their navies doing nothing more than sitting in their dockyards, hung like a cloud over British policy towards America. By their mere existence, these distant navies all influenced this embryonic stage of rebellion.


*   *   *


The initial British effort to prevent the importation of gunpowder to America was unfocused and hamstrung by logistical and diplomatic weakness.


Ships bound for America from British waters were policed in home ports, but it was not until 22 December 1775 – eighteen months after the passage of the Coercive Acts – that Parliament passed the Capture Act, which declared the American colonies in a state of open rebellion, authorized the seizure of all American ships and prohibited trade with America.6 Until then the British were legally restricted to searching only those suspicious ships that were within two leagues* of British territory, and they could do nothing at all about American ships in foreign ports or indeed about foreign ships on the high seas.


Pressure was put on the Dutch, via the Prince of Orange himself, to stop their trading with America, but what, in practice, could be achieved politically or militarily when confronted with the merchants of Amsterdam who, in the words of one contemporary, ‘would sell arms and ammunition to besiege Amsterdam itself’?7 The Spanish made no attempt whatsoever to limit trade in arms with the Americans and were particularly active in smuggling munitions up the Mississippi.8


Under the guidance of the foreign minister, Charles Gravier, comte de Vergennes, a dedicated, prudent and idealistic politician utterly committed to resurrecting French political and military power, the French were both brazen and sly in their help of the Americans. One ruse was to load American ships with gunpowder in a French port but to issue the ship with false French papers and even to man the ship with French officers who would conduct any negotiations with British naval officers.9 They also set up a company, cunningly called ‘Roderigue Hortalez et Compagnie’ to disguise its French origins, through which they shipped to America some 30,000 muskets and 2,000 barrels of powder.10 In abject terror of provoking a naval arms race, British politicians actually instructed the navy not to intercept French ships carrying munitions and supplies to America in European waters.11


In the Caribbean, powder simply poured into, and then out of, French Martinique, Spanish Cuba and the Dutch Antilles. There were simply too few British ships here to be in any way effective – four slow cruisers to cover the entirety of the Leeward Islands station – and the merchants worked together to defy the Royal Navy. There is good reason to think that many of these players were British merchants.12 The British envoy to the Dutch island of St Eustatius, a key location in the powder trade, threw his hands in the air: ‘All our boasted empire of the sea is of no consequence,’ he raged, ‘we may seize the shells but our neighbours will get the oysters.’13 This was military power undermined by mercantile power; this was sea power weakened by a lack of political alliances with foreign nations.


With such a gaping net in Europe and the Caribbean, an increased responsibility fell on British ships in American waters to stop the smugglers, but it had been clear for some time that the North American squadron was too small even to blockade Boston Harbour, let alone the entire coast. In 1774 the British had twenty-six ships to blockade the east coast of America and to support the British policy of the coercion of New England. Hugh Palliser, a leading British naval officer and strategic thinker, thought that they needed twenty-two to blockade Boston alone.14 Vice-Admiral Graves in Boston simply stood no chance, even though he had received some limited reinforcements in the winter of 1774.15 In a telling letter to the Admiralty in April 1775, he wrote that ‘smuggling is carried to such a height, and so systematically followed, that without the utmost vigilance and care, there is no detecting them [the smugglers] to condemnation’.16 On the rare occasions when smugglers were actually seized by Graves’s ships, no contraband arms or ammunition was ever secured, and on 19 March 1775 he admitted to the Admiralty: ‘I am extremely mortified that notwithstanding the King’s Ships and Vessels have been very active all this Winter, no seizures of any Consequence have been made.’17 The British squadron in the Chesapeake was equally impotent.18


The result of these combined failures was that over 90 per cent of all the American powder used during the first two-and-a-half years of the struggle for independence was imported to America by sea.19


*   *   *


The other source of gunpowder – of far less significance in terms of quantity than imported powder, but of far more significance in terms of direct American–British confrontation with the antagonism it both revealed and provoked – was the powder that already existed in the colonies. Although usually considered in terms of land-based operations, the struggle for this powder had significant maritime themes.


Powder was stored throughout the colonies in specially designated buildings, tended by men who knew the fickleness of their charge. A fine example of a powder house from the period survives in Somerville, Massachusetts. In 1774 this was already seventy years old and had been converted from its original use, a windmill. A perfect powder house, it stood high on a hill, a good six miles from Boston, where any accidental explosion would cause no harm to the city itself. It was also sturdily built of brick and sufficiently large to house all of the powder of the Province of Massachusetts as well as the powder designated to individual towns within that province: gunpowder storage and distribution was not simply a question of logistics but of bureaucracy and law.


This was one of the largest caches of powder in the colonies, and when, in August 1774, Thomas Gage heard detailed reports that it was being systematically emptied of powder belonging to the towns surrounding Boston, he launched a lightning amphibious raid to secure what was left. Two hundred and sixty men rowed from Boston in thirteen long-boats and pulled for the Mystic River. They followed the ever-narrowing river deep inland before disembarking and racing across open country to the powder house. With dawn breaking at their backs, they carried the remaining barrels to the longboats and then cruised down the river and then across the bay to Castle William, the island fortress some distance offshore at the mouth of Boston Harbour.


The boats provided the troops with the mobility and speed they needed to achieve the surprise that was essential to its success. Given sufficient warning, the remaining powder would have vanished in the night and the troops would have found nothing but a building echoing with missed opportunity. Gage’s safeguarding of the Massachusetts powder was a bold move made by a man who refused to be left behind by swiftly changing events. He secured the powder that was rightfully his and he denied it to his enemy. Unfortunately, however, his actions made many of the existing problems much worse.


As news of the operation spread, the Americans were both outraged and alarmed by the idea of armed British troops marching around the countryside. The American concern – and this was characteristic of so many of these flare-ups between British forces and the colonists from 1772 onwards – was enflamed by wild and inaccurate rumour. In this case there were claims that six Americans had died and even that Gage’s operation was only the first move in a co-ordinated British offensive. Some even claimed that the British warships were bombarding Boston.


None of this was true, but it was exactly what so many of the committed rebels actually wanted to hear and it served to persuade the uncertain of the righteousness of the rebel cause. Civilian mobs gathered in larger numbers than had even been seen in New England. One Boston customs commissioner, Benjamin Hallowell, was unfortunate enough to be discovered in a sumptuous carriage. ‘How do you like us now, you Tory son of a bitch?’ howled one of the mob.* Hallowell leapt from his carriage, forced his liveried servant from his horse and galloped for Boston.20


By securing the Massachusetts powder, Gage had opened the floodgates to a torrent of rage that had been building in the Massachusetts countryside, and the Americans responded to Gage’s raid in kind, launching several focused and daring amphibious raids to secure powder from British coastal forts in Portsmouth in New Hampshire, Newport and Providence in Rhode Island, and New London in Connecticut. Only a narrow escape saved an entire British ship loaded with ordnance from falling into rebel hands off Rhode Island.21 All of these American successes were made possible by inadequate British sea power that should have linked these isolated coastal fortresses together with a chain of patrolling warships.22 Things did not all go well for the Americans and there were a few other successful British operations, but we know that, by an impressive concerted effort throughout the colonies, in this period the rebels secured somewhere in the region of 80,000 pounds of gunpowder from stores in British hands.23


Against this background Gage wrote to London with news that ‘the whole country was in arms and in motion’,24 and he made it quite clear that the situation on the ground had changed alarmingly. The question was no longer one of tea or tax but of guns, powder and bullets – the currency of war. In a terrible mistake that the British would repeat throughout the war, Gage’s crucial dispatch was not sent to London via a fast naval ship but by a slow merchantman that took no less than seven weeks to reach Whitehall.25


News of this type convinced Lord North that the policy of coercion had failed, and in September 1774 he unexpectedly chose to dissolve the government six months before its scheduled ending, to create a new one that would be free from the burden of past colonial strategy and would not have to interrupt its policy on America for an election.26 North won with a large majority and it was this government that was in place for the majority of the subsequent war. Their language immediately hardened with Lord Dartmouth taking the lead. He declared that Massachusetts Bay was in a state of rebellion and that conflict could not be avoided.27 George III oversaw everything with grim approval. ‘The dye is now cast, the colonies must either submit or triumph.’28


In this atmosphere of unravelling control, Graves surrounded Boston with ships. Nothing is more indicative of the changing situation than the fact that, in April, Graves surveyed the channels between Charlestown and Boston and ordered the largest ship in his squadron, the Somerset, to anchor between the two towns.29 The smuggling of powder was, by now, far from Graves’s mind; he was now worried that the rebels would actually launch an amphibious invasion of Boston.


Gage soon received orders to take decisive action by targeting rebel leaders and disarming the population. He also received another injection of reinforcements, while Graves was informed that six sloops were being built in the Royal Dockyards, all for him.30 This was part of a limited naval mobilization in 1775 that was still wholly inadequate for the challenge that faced Graves.31


As so often in this period, rumour of Gage’s new orders reached American shores long before the orders actually reached Gage, and the orders themselves soon found their way into rebel hands. Both sides had a full twelve days to skitter nervously amid full knowledge of the storm that was coming.


*   *   *


The basic story of the subsequent British campaign that began with fighting in the New England villages of Lexington and Concord and ended with the British forces desperately fighting their way back to Boston is well known, but the role of sea power in that campaign is not as well known as it should be.


It all began on the evening of 18 April 1775. The movement of the fleet’s boats told its own story as they were gathered together from all over Boston into a great bobbing raft under the stern of the Third Rate Boyne. As so often with British military operations, the earliest hard information was to be had at the seafront, straight from the mouths of British sailors who were sent ashore on errands, the secrets spilling from their mouths like the coin from their pockets.32


Soon the Americans had detailed intelligence that confirmed the harbour-front rumours and named the target. The detail was so specific that some historians suspect none other than Gage’s wife as the spy who betrayed the British plan. By mid-afternoon the Americans knew that the British were heading for Concord, a hard day’s march from Boston – a hot-house of rebel activity where the Provincial Congress met and the location of a cache of rebel powder. It just so happened that Gage had heard rumours that the rebel leaders Samuel Adams and John Hancock were there.


Through a network of runners and spies the information quickly came to the ears of Paul Revere, a silversmith who acted as a messenger and co-ordinator for rebel activities and interests. He and another man, a tanner by the name of Richard Dawes, then set off, primarily to warn Adams and Hancock. Dawes went by land, across the defended neck which joined Boston to the mainland, but Revere first set off by sea. Shortly after 10.15 p.m. he headed to the shore opposite Charlestown, found his boat and set off with two others. ‘It was then young flood, the ship was winding, and the moon was rising’, he later wrote of a moment that stuck in his mind because, blocking his way, was the 64-gun Somerset. Revere could not hide himself in river traffic because there was none: the ferries had been seized and all ‘boats, mud-scows and canoes’ banned from taking to the water. His only hope, therefore, was that the British sentries would be slack or the darkness would hide his crossing. He was lucky. His little boat bobbed silently past the massive hulk of the creaking Somerset, the event immortalized in Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s poem ‘Paul Revere’s Ride’: ‘A phantom ship, with each mast and spar, / Across the moon like a prison bar.’ Revere was across.


The British troops, meanwhile, were preparing for their own crossing of the harbour. They chose not to get to the mainland via the neck but, as everyone had already worked out, by the flotilla of boats that had been so obviously mobilized that afternoon. Shortly before Revere crossed Boston to his hidden boat, British troops marched to a scarcely populated stretch of coast known as Back Bay, divided by a narrow stretch of ink-black water from the Cambridge marshes, a landing point chosen for its isolation.


With the tide running swiftly against them, naval crews struggled with their cargo of soldiers. To keep together in the darkness, the boats were connected to each other at bow and stern in chains of three or four. There were too few boats to take the men over in one crossing, and it was a full two hours before they were all across. They disembarked and stood shivering in the Cambridge marshes, wet to their waistbands as they waited for the navy to return with their supplies. Time passed. Revere, meanwhile, had made his crossing undetected and swiftly because his route had taken him inland at an angle, with the tide.33


The subsequent events twisted and turned in countless ways. The British eventually marched inland. They were cold, wet and late. Revere was captured on his way to Lexington but subsequently released. In spite of several warnings, the men of Lexington were unprepared for a British attack. Hancock and Adams narrowly escaped. An unidentified shot began a full-scale engagement on Lexington Common, while another engagement was fought at Concord. Eight times American militias held their ground against British troops, and twice the British lines were broken. The British then retreated in the face of highly effective skirmishing tactics that devastated the British ranks. They were chased all the way back to Charlestown, where they were finally left alone by the Americans. The Royal Navy took the shattered remains of the expeditionary force back to the relative safety of Boston. The wounded went first, but there were so many of them that it took the navy three hours to ferry them all to Boston.34


General William Heath, commander of the rebel militia, saw too much strength in the British position as they closed on Boston and called off the chase. Graves, no doubt to talk up his own role in halting the American advance, believed that it was the fear of his ships alone that had prevented the British troops from being routed and had secured the safety of Boston.35 The Somerset was still anchored in the channel between Boston and Charlestown where, in the words of Graves, it kept the inhabitants of Charlestown ‘in awe’.36 To that mighty presence Graves now added a ring of boats right around Boston. Every ship was kept clear for action and any spare boats were hauled alongside the larger ships and armed.37


British naval power certainly played a role in this campaign, therefore, and had things been done differently, there might well have been a markedly different outcome. If the navy had been more subtle and more efficient with its preparations, British troops might have had more success in their attempts to surprise the inhabitants of Lexington and Concord. Adams and Hancock might have been captured. Bloodshed might have been avoided. From the American perspective, an absence of British ships in the channel between Charlestown and Boston might have led to a direct assault on Boston.


On the evening of 19 April the countryside around Boston reeled from the fighting, and the rumour mill began its manic grinding. Stories of half-seen events of shocking violence were told alongside blatant falsehoods and established facts. Had a British soldier really been discovered lying on the roadside with no ears? Had he even been scalped to mimic the Indian way of warfare? Had British soldiers fighting their way back to Boston really burst in on a family and massacred them all? What really happened in that orchard, where the vile rumour of atrocity grew like so much mistletoe on the bows of the apple trees? And, of course, there is the question at the heart of the story that was so well hijacked by both sides that we still do not really know the answer: who fired the first shots on Lexington Common? As one contemporary wrote: ‘At all corners People inquisitive for News – Tales of all Kinds invented, believed, denied, discredited.’38
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