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      PREFACE

      
      This book chronicles the remarkably dogged, occasionally despairing, but at last overwhelmingly successful British fight against
         the continental power embodied in the ‘Grand Empire’ of Napoleon Bonaparte. It follows on from my previous work, 1789, in
         which I explored the global ramifications of that year, positioning Britain as a state almost as much in crisis at that point
         as were its American and French rivals. In the course of researching that book, it became clear to me that the British elite
         displayed a profound resilience in the face of potentially catastrophic circumstances. Such a trait, regardless of one’s views
         about the justice or iniquity of the underlying social arrangements, is always a worthwhile object of study.
      

      
      More personally, exploring the years of what was, until the twentieth century, Britain’s ‘Great War’ offered the opportunity
         to bring together two aspects of historical study that have long appealed to me. Before I put away childish things I was,
         like many another studious boy, captivated by the panorama of military history. In particular, the sense of epic story available
         in the conflict that climaxed in 1815 has always stayed with me. I like to think that I figured out at a fairly early age
         that battle is a terrible thing, but Napoleonic battle in particular also has an undeniable grandeur – perhaps never better captured for the modern eye than in Sergei Bondarchuk’s superb 1970 film Waterloo.
      

      
      For a long time, as a budding historian, I felt that this interest was something of a guilty secret. It coexisted with an
         engagement, both intellectual and to an extent sentimental, with the social history of the era of industrialisation. Immortalised
         by E.P. Thompson in the 1960s as The Making of the English Working Class, the radical and insurrectionary movements of this period were a key topic of my student education. Thanks to Thompson’s
         work, groups such as the London Corresponding Society emerged from the background of a picturesque eighteenth century of boisterous
         but essentially harmless ‘mob’ activity, to take their place in a story of planned and determined resistance to tyrannical
         authority every bit as epic as the campaigns of Wellington. Historians no longer squabbled over the dry details of the ‘standard
         of living question’, but recovered the thoughts, activities and martyred suffering of flesh-and-blood workers and craftsmen,
         denied the freedom to influence national life in a country that claimed to be fighting for the liberty of Europe.
      

      
      This, I felt, was what a critical history should be about. Yet approaching this period critically also raised uncomfortable
         questions about these very heroic struggles. Thompson’s own trajectory as a historian suggests a consciousness of similar
         issues. Originally undertaking the Making as a prefatory study for what he regarded as a climactic working-class movement, the Chartism of the 1830s and 1840s, he
         moved on to delve deeper into the eighteenth-century past, evoking eras when ‘class’ as a concept could only be spoken about
         through exercises of mental gymnastics – ones he seemed less and less inclined to carry out (even while never giving up on
         his personal political radicalism).
      

      
      Other historians following in his wake have broadened our understanding of the radical and oppositional cultures that were
         born in the 1790s and flourished through into the mid-nineteenth century, illuminating their depth and range of references,
         their symbolism, their rootedness in long histories of communal assertion and resistance. But all have also faced the brick wall of these movements’ failure. Apart from a brief blip in the early 1830s,
         when the coincidence of middle-class demands for suffrage made the position of the political establishment quite seriously
         shaky, the radical campaigns in the years after Waterloo never came close to influence, let alone overthrow. Few social historians
         have tried to address why that should be, except to lament, as radicals since Marx himself have done, the hideous cunning
         of capital.
      

      
      While social historians thus tend to treat the struggles of this era as objects of commemoration rather than reflection, other
         histories of the period, those that focus on the high politics of Cabinets, generals and diplomats, tend simply to ignore
         them. To read even up-to-date works on the diplomacy and campaigns of the period is to find only occasional reference to discontent
         at home, or the potential for political difficulty it might create. Yet in this almost quarter-century of conflict, Britain
         faced mass revolt in Ireland, concerted mutiny in its own fleet, movements for radical change that brought tens of thousands
         to open-air meetings (and sometimes hundreds of thousands to more raucous protest), alarmed reports of conspiratorial armed
         insurrectionary movements, near-famine conditions, and the most widespread period of violent and coordinated revolt in England
         since the Civil Wars of the 1640s, or perhaps ever since.
      

      
      This book is thus an attempt to provide an intersection between these different ways of viewing such a turbulent time, rather
         than allowing them to pass each other in the historiographical night. Unashamedly, I have tried to focus on the remarkable,
         the intriguing, and dare I say it sometimes even the exciting elements of a long period of hard-fought war. One element that
         will emerge clearly for the reader is the Emperor Napoleon’s own near-obsession with defeating the ‘English’, and how that
         itself helped bring him to his doom. But in chronicling the dramatic turning points of conflict, I have also tried to consider
         how they affected both high politics and social resistance; how international war was also ideological strife, and how a land of ‘freeborn Englishmen’ standing stoutly against invasion was also a bitterly divided
         society of hunger and grief, and an iron-fisted imperial power. I have avoided overt entanglement with scholarly debate –
         I say what seems to have happened, and what I think it meant – though I have given references both to direct sources and suggestions
         for wider reading for those interested.
      

      
      How all this struggle and contradiction should be understood and remembered is a question with many different answers, most
         of which are for the reader’s reflection. Underlying my narrative, though not strictly part of it, for the details come from
         a very different sort of history, is the economic history of the Industrial Revolution, and the global empire on which it
         was based. If there is an enduring lesson for the present to be drawn from this distant era, it must surely be that there
         cannot be a great national role on the world stage without the resources to back it up. Thanks to the swelling boundaries,
         and seemingly boundless resources, of empire, the absolute conviction of Britain’s place as a global leader was firmly entrenched
         even before Napoleon’s rise, and his fall cemented it unshakeably – perhaps so much so that the nation is yet to really come
         to terms with the concept that such eminence is already over, and even its shadow may yet pass away. I trust, however, that
         readers will not come to a book of this length seeking only a soundbite, so there is much more to reflect on along the way.
      

      
      When I wrote about the turmoil of the French Revolution in The Terror, I was criticised in different places for being both too sympathetic, and not sympathetic enough, to actors on both sides
         of the great political divides of the era. Since I could not hope to convert everyone to my point of view, such an outcome
         seemed to me to be a good second-best. Writers, readers and critics all bring their own preconceptions and prejudices to a
         work. I do not like the Emperor Napoleon, for example, but I am prepared to forgive the Duke of Wellington for his outrageous
         snobbery in the light of his many other virtues. I feel that the terrible situation of visible, looming social catastrophe that drove Luddites to bloody and futile revolt should be understood by any student of this period, but
         what passed for ‘radicalism’ in the hands of many others was a fantasy of bar-room braggarts and self-promoting dilettantes.
      

      
      When it comes to the grim realities of combat, I stand amazed at the steadfast conduct of soldiers and sailors, and appalled
         at how they were sometimes treated by their own country – but I also try to understand the reasons why such men themselves
         sometimes acted in ways that can only be described as appalling. In discussing the remarkably resilient ruling class of the
         nation, I respect the strategic acumen and personal labours of the men who took on the huge personal burden of leading the
         nation and its forces, while recognising that many of them were corrupt, almost all had a callous indifference to the human
         cost of war, and most shared an ingrained contempt for the political rights of the ordinary people of the age: my ancestors,
         and almost certainly yours.
      

      
      This book is the product of many decisions and reflections that are entirely personal, but which to my mind are necessary
         to portray a rounded picture of the people bound up in this titanic conflict, to see them as products of their age without
         either dismissing or excusing their deeds and attitudes. These are my preconceptions and prejudices; if they clash with yours
         I can only hope that the debate is fruitful.
      

      
      David Andress

      
      Waterlooville, Hampshire

      
      July 2012

   



      
      


      [image: image]

      
      [image: image]

      
      [image: image]

      
      
      [image: image]





      
      
      PROLOGUE:

BATTLE IN EGYPT

      
      On the morning of 1 August 1798, thirteen French line-of-battle ships lay at anchor in Aboukir Bay, a shallow crescent of
         water adjacent to one of the Nile’s many mouths. Each vessel was a miniature social world, and the most complex product of
         human ingenuity yet created. Their hulls were delicately curved below the waterlines, the fruit of hundreds of years of practical
         experience, recently combined with scientific advances in hydrodynamics and streamlining copper coatings. They rose bluffly
         from the surface, however, broad beams and blunt bows creating the maximum possible space for wielding the great guns they
         carried. Approached, as they usually were, in a small open boat, such ships towered above an observer. The mighty barrels
         of the cannon, especially when run out to bristle through the regular lines of gunports on each side, gave clear testimony
         of their devastating potential. Above them rose the soaring masts, always three on a true ‘ship’, made of the greatest trees
         that old-growth forests could yield, and still needing to be segmented, stacked and locked together by complex assemblies
         of blocks and sockets in order to reach the great heights required to support the sails. Each ship was webbed by a complex
         mesh of ‘standing rigging’ that held up the masts against the strains of wind and wave, and a further set of ‘running rigging’ that
         controlled the long horizontal yards from which the sails actually hung, raising and turning them to steer with or across
         the wind.1

      
      Here, between the great guns and the great masts, stood the paradox at the heart of these massive creations. Though huge seasoned
         timbers made up the ‘scantlings’ or side panels between the gun-ports, and offered some protection, almost every other part
         of these huge weapons of war was horrifically vulnerable. An assemblage of wood, hemp ropes, tar that caulked seams in the
         decks and coated the standing rigging, and expanses of sun-bleached sailcloth, there was hardly anything aboard that would
         not burn. Yet the job of such ships was to unleash upon the enemy their cannon-fire, driven by black powder, and in battle
         the cartridges of such explosive material were carried to every corner of the ship in a constant flow, vulnerable at every
         second to spillage, overturned lantern-flames, and even – if engaged at close range – the blast from enemy cannon. To the
         rear of each ship, the stern was an expanse of glass, often elegantly curved and ornamented, letting light into the officers’
         quarters. But in battle this was literally an open window for devastating cannon-fire to reach the heart of the vessel, if
         the enemy could manoeuvre to expose it.
      

      
      So overwhelming was the concern to give the ships offensive force, that when in action all interior fittings on the gun-decks
         were cleared away, and the guns were packed in as close as it was possible to crew them. The whole design of the ship was
         a fine balance between the strength of the wooden materials that made up the hull, and the quest to place a great weight of
         artillery within it. Far larger than the cannon normally met with in land battles, and firing iron balls of twenty-four, thirty-two
         and sometimes thirty-six pounds’ weight, the biggest guns weighed several tons apiece, and needed crews of over a dozen to
         keep them under control after firing, and haul them back to the gunports when reloaded. An average battleship in this age
         carried two main gun-decks, each with around fifteen guns per side, in a space less than 200 feet long.2 Some forty to fifty feet wide at the waterline, ships narrowed substantially in a ‘tumblehome’ as the decks rose, to moderate
         the effect of the guns’ weight on stability. The largest ships carried three main gun-decks within their hulls, and all such
         vessels also had additional guns mounted on the open decks above. French ships crammed in over 700 men to crew a two-decker,
         up to 1000 for the larger hundred-gun ships. The British managed with around 100 fewer, but still put around 200 men on each
         gun-deck in action. The concentration of firepower was immense, but the potential for carnage from enemy fire was similarly
         enormous.
      

      
      Built over years, and at huge cost – the expense of competing with Britain’s Royal Navy had helped bankrupt France in the
         1780s and bring on its Revolution – a battle fleet could be destroyed in hours by a foolish commander. Enemy action was not
         the only threat, and throughout the age of sail more vessels were lost to storms and other shipwrecks than ever fought a major
         battle. Safeguarding their fleets from all the potential dangers of the sea could become an obsession for admirals. In Aboukir
         Bay, the French Admiral Brueys had carefully planned his defences. The battleships were anchored across the width of the bay,
         their line guarded at either end by shoals and rocks, on some of which hasty fortifications had been erected and manned. Smaller
         vessels formed outposts of their line, and it was held together, or so Brueys had ordered, by cables strung between the battleships,
         tying them into a continuous battery of artillery. In this way, other weaknesses of the situation could be mitigated, not
         least the need to send large parties ashore to gather food and fresh water, while protecting themselves from attacks by hostile
         local tribes.
      

      
      A compromise, and a mistake, would prove crucial in what followed, however. The mistake was not to police effectively enough
         the individual ships’ captains charged with linking their ships together, for some did not bother with that order. The French
         navy, slowly recovering from almost a decade of revolutionary upheaval, was still not immune to dissension and dereliction. The
         compromise was to keep the ships each held by only a single anchor, around which they could pivot on their cables with the
         winds and currents. Giving them more freedom to resist the weather, this also abandoned any effort to weld them into an impregnable
         defence. Setting out two anchors for each ship in opposite directions would have fixed them much more firmly in place, and
         allowed them to be drawn more tightly together, but risked exposing them to severe damage from any sudden squall. It was not
         the weather that was about to destroy Brueys’ fleet and cost him his life, but rather the collision between two men marked
         out in their own minds for greatness, blindingly ambitious in its pursuit, almost bewitchingly charismatic, and capable of
         orchestrating the carnage of battle with ruthless dedication to victory.3

      
      Napoleon Bonaparte, commander of the expedition to Egypt, had long had a romantic sense of his own greatness. Revolutionary
         upheavals in the early 1790s had given him the opportunity to abandon his heritage as a minor nobleman, and to parlay his
         talents as an artillery officer into high command amongst the armies that fought successfully against all the older powers
         of Europe. Dark and brooding in looks, he was similarly truculent in personality, sometimes to the point of petulance. He
         succeeded in taking command of a small army in Italy in 1796, and built a series of victories that formed the basis of a legend
         of true greatness, as well as helping to establish France as the dominant power in western Europe, only a few short years
         after it seemed that the nascent Republic would be crushed by a grand coalition of all its neighbours. Despite this, Bonaparte
         was a figure who made the civilian leadership of the Republic nervous.
      

      
      Behind the rhetoric of republican heroism, and the sparkle of his youth – he was still only twenty-seven when his first conquests
         were secured – lay an appetite for glory and its trappings that no amount of bluff rhetoric about sharing the hardships of
         his troops could conceal. After Bonaparte’s victories in northern Italy he had lived as a virtual viceroy for months, and showed no signs of
         being uncomfortable at the centre of what amounted to a monarchical court. Recalled to Paris, he had kicked his heels as a
         mere subordinate again, and rumours swirled of his behind-the-scenes machinations. In early 1798, he was given command of
         a projected invasion of England, something that offered the theoretical chance of a knockout blow against the inveterate foe,
         but was also a poisoned chalice for such a troublesome hero. There was every likelihood of gallant failure removing his inconvenient
         presence permanently, while success would keep him at arm’s length from a Republic that would then be able to consolidate
         itself at peace. The more Bonaparte considered it, the less the enterprise appealed.4

      
      Deeply concerned with his own image, Bonaparte foresaw only ruin if he stayed in France: ‘Everything here wears out; already
         I no longer have any glory. This little Europe does not supply enough. I must go to the East, all great glory comes from there.’5 A two-week jaunt through the ports where the invasion was being planned proved to his satisfaction that it was a waste of
         time, and by the end of February 1798 he had bullied the Republic into supporting his new dream: he would go to Egypt. Once
         again, for his civilian overlords, this was a no-lose proposition. Conveniently distant, Bonaparte could reap all the glory
         he wanted, potentially establishing a permanent French colony to rival British India, a gateway to myriad possibilities for
         trade and enrichment in Africa and Asia. If he lost, he would already be out of the public gaze, and some new, more malleable
         hero could be raised up in his place. Thus Bonaparte was allowed to gather an expedition with remarkable speed: by late May
         1798, 38,000 troops and 100 cannon were ready to sail from France’s Mediterranean ports, in 400 transports escorted by a mere
         thirteen battleships and seven frigates.
      

      
      Such a mediocre force seemed sufficient, because the Mediterran ean was at the start of 1798 a French lake. Military success
         in Italy, coupled with a Spanish decision to leave the anti-French camp and switch sides, had forced the withdrawal of outnumbered British forces over a year before. However, almost as Bonaparte’s
         armada sailed, a small advance party of British warships off the southern French coast was being reinforced to equal the expedition’s
         strength, and its commander, Rear-Admiral Sir Horatio Nelson, was determined on a confrontation. Nelson, like Bonaparte, came
         from obscure provincial origins, though not so obscure as to prevent a steady rise up the ranks of the naval officer class
         after beginning his career at sea, as was customary, at twelve. He was now in his fortieth year, already a senior captain
         when war had broken out five years earlier, with a long tally of successful operations against the French and Spanish to his
         credit that made him the ideal candidate for this venture back into his old cruising-grounds.
      

      
      Nelson was a man of high nervous energy, gifted with the ability to make inspirational emotional connections to his subordinates.
         Already a popular hero from his previous actions, he relished playing to crowd adulation on visits to London, and nurtured
         a vanity on such occasions that other distinguished figures found quite repellent.6 He was rampantly ambitious for glory – saying before battle on more than one occasion that it would bring him ‘a peerage
         or Westminster Abbey’. But as the latter reference to glorious commemoration implied, he never hesitated to put his own safety
         on the line, and unlike Bonaparte, he was a loyal and devoted servant of the system that had raised him. He had led from the
         front far too many times to be accused of merely using others’ sacrifice for advancement, and paid a heavy price. He lost
         the sight in one eye – blasted by debris thrown up by an enemy cannonball – leading offensive operations in Corsica in 1794.
         Three years later, during a daring and ultimately unsuccessful raid on Spanish positions in Tenerife, his right arm was shattered
         by a musket shot leading to amputation and a long, painful convalescence, barely completed before new duties recalled him
         to action.7

      
      On the morning of 1 August 1798, Nelson and his ships had been hunting the French for almost eight weeks. With the five-year-old war at a low ebb for Britain, the fear that the French
         might open a decisive new front – perhaps in the Americas, perhaps even in Ireland – made the quest a desperately urgent one.
         Nelson’s original scouting force had been unable to do anything about the French fleet’s departure in late May, as they had
         been driven over 250 miles south by a two-day storm. Beating back to their station off Toulon, arranging to meet the promised
         reinforcements and heading south in pursuit consumed nearly two more weeks, until Nelson’s full force reunited near Naples
         on 10 June. This was the day Bonaparte’s forces began a three-day assault on the island of Malta – neutral territory under
         the control of the ancient order of the Knights of Malta – which after its surrender was systematically looted of a vast stock
         of wealth. As the assault concluded, Nelson learned from a passing ship that the French were somewhere south of Sicily. Having
         no choice but to make a fateful decision, and with this information suggesting that the enemy was not heading west for the
         Atlantic and British waters, he concluded that diplomatic rumours of an assault on Egypt were most likely justified, and set
         off in pursuit eastwards.
      

      
      Ironically, Bonaparte’s fleet did not sail from Malta until the 19th, and three days later the fleets came within a few miles
         of making contact south-east of Sicily. Nelson, consumed in a strategic conference with his senior captains, decided an initial
         sighting of four frigates was not worth following up, and his ships ploughed on, with highly favourable winds giving them
         a rapid passage, arriving off Egypt’s main port of Alexandria on the evening of 28 June. The French were not there – their
         lumbering transports had slowed them – but Nelson worried that they might instead have been aimed at Turkish waters, and headed
         north. Little more than a day after the British departure, the French arrived, and launched a precipitate invasion. Even before
         most of the troops were offloaded, Bonaparte personally led an advance column of five thousand men, without horses, cannon
         or even food and water, to Alexandria, a full day’s march distant from their landing beach. Arriving exhausted and thirst-ravaged, the French nonetheless smashed their
         way past the city’s feeble defences in three hours. By 7 July, a week after their landing began, the French army was fully
         established. One column set out to secure the coastal delta, and Bonaparte himself led the strongest force south towards the
         capital, Cairo.8

      
      Nelson’s fleet, desperately short of scouting frigates, was reduced to floundering around the eastern Mediterranean in search
         of news. Abandoning a cruise off the Syrian coast at the start of July, they returned to Sicily to resupply on the 20th. Nelson
         wrote to his wife that while ‘no person will say’ that their lack of success ‘has been for want of activity’, he had to admit
         that ‘I cannot find, or to this moment learn, beyond vague conjecture where the French Fleet are gone to.’9 Heading back to sea, the fleet was off southern Greece on 29 July when they at last learned of the past month’s events from
         a merchant vessel. Making all sail southwards, they arrived off Alexandria on 1 August to find the harbour occupied and defended
         by French batteries, but no sign of the French fleet.
      

      
      One captain recorded that ‘despondency nearly took possession of my mind’, but a signal from a scouting ship early in the
         afternoon revealed the enemy’s presence in Aboukir Bay, less than a dozen miles distant.10 With light winds, closing that distance would involve the ships in a risky night action, but Nelson and his captains were
         fully prepared to take their chances. As he later famously wrote, ‘I had the happiness to command a Band of Brothers’, and
         the weeks of frantic searching, allied to his reputation and the qualities he himself dubbed ‘the Nelson touch’, had infused
         his command with his relentless quest for victory. All this enabled him to pitch them into the looming battle without hesitation.11

      
      Major fleet actions had until very recently been cautious affairs. The professional navies of the eighteenth-century maritime
         powers had developed rigid line-of-battle tactics, sailing in single-file formations that confronted an enemy with a wall
         of gunfire. Opposing fleets thus tended to edge up against each other as the wind direction allowed, avoiding exposure of their vulnerable bows, and often broke off action without major casualties. Though
         such battles could secure both tactical and strategic success by blocking enemy plans and ambitions, they did little to negate
         the threat of the enemy fleet for the future. The Royal Navy pioneered efforts to break this deadlock. At the Battle of the
         Saintes in 1782, in the Caribbean theatre near the end of the American War of Independence, a fleet under Admiral Rodney managed
         to send several ships through the French line, from where they could bombard their opponents’ vulnerable bow and stern, producing
         a victory and the capture of five of the thirty-five enemy vessels. At the ‘Glorious First of June’, a fleet engagement far
         from land in the Atlantic in 1794, the British fleet under Howe abandoned cautious manoeuvre when confronted by the poorly
         sailed ships of the revolutionary French navy, and attempted to penetrate their line in numerous places. The risks of the
         tactic were shown in a severe battering: although the British claimed the victory, and took or sank seven of the twenty-six
         French, only eleven of their own twenty-five vessels escaped heavy damage.
      

      
      As the years of war went on, British blockades increasingly confined their enemies’ main fleets to harbour for years on end
         (and the ravages of political upheaval took a further toll on the professionalism and competence of the French in particular).
         The rising disparity of organisation between the experienced British fleet and their enemies resulted in even more aggressive
         tactics: at Cape St Vincent in February 1797 the British (including Nelson) more or less charged directly at a Spanish fleet,
         while at Camperdown the following October Admiral Duncan was willing to hurl his fleet into action against the Dutch, noted
         fierce fighters, but who had been cooped up in harbour for many months, and were less than fanatical allies of the French.
         Even in this famous victory, however, more than half the enemy escaped, forcing the continuation of an arduous blockade, just
         as the ennobled Admiral Earl St Vincent remained condemned to patrol the waters where his eponymous victory had been achieved, keeping the Spanish confined to Cadiz.
      

      
      Nelson’s unhesitating commitment of his ships to the action in Aboukir Bay was in this aggressive tradition. It was not done
         without planning, however, and his aim was to concentrate his forces on the rearward two-thirds of the French line, anchoring
         his ships alongside them to join battle from the seaward side. He ordered specific preparations for this strategy, including
         the use of ‘springs’, additional lines attached to anchor cables that would allow the ships to be swung around to bring their
         guns to bear on a series of targets (and to defend their own weak points). Like any good plan, it assumed a prepared enemy,
         but what followed was decisively shaped by the French fleet’s compromises and mistakes.
      

      
      The two fleets came in sight of each other around two in the afternoon, and for the next four hours a game of nerves was played
         out as the British strength was slowly revealed. Admiral Brueys considered setting sail, but his shore parties could not be
         recovered in time. As the British ships were seen to slow down (to gather into closer formation), he decided that they might
         be preparing to wait for the following dawn, and stood firm. He did order men from his lighter ships into the battleships
         to man the guns, and after the British began to advance again, ordered springs to his own ships’ cables, ready for action.
         It is not clear that this was achieved, however, and as the British closed in, events took an unexpected and decisive turn.
      

      
      The need of the French ships for room to swing at their single anchors was the fatal point in the arrangement, spotted by
         eagle-eyed officers on the first British ship – the Goliath – to sail up towards them head-on from the west. This ship, and eventually five more of the thirteen British vessels, cut
         into the channel of deeper water inshore of the French line that had necessarily been left for their movement. On this side
         of the enemy vessels they found the guns unmanned, and in some cases actually obstructed by piles of stores. Closing in pell-mell,
         sometimes swerving around each other, the British ships seized the initiative, assailing the front half of the French line and pouring ferocious fire
         into the hulls. Their approach to battle was captured in an anecdote from a young midshipman aboard Goliath:
      

      
      

         [the British ship Theseus] passing with ten yards gave us three most hearty cheers, which our men returned from their guns pretty well. The French
            were ordered by their officers to cheer in return, but they made such a lamentable mess of it that the laughter in our ships was distinctly heard … I still distinctly recollect
            the stirring feelings of these men’s cheers.12

      



      
      In the heart of battle, the spirit shown here added its impact to the success in enveloping the French line, and together
         made the critical difference between merely besting the enemy and comprehensively beating him. Royal Navy ships were crewed
         by an astonishing assortment of men (and, occasionally, women). Individuals from every corner of the British Isles served
         alongside Americans, former slaves, Scandinavians, other Europeans (including sometimes nominal enemies), and even a scattering
         of Indians, Malays and Chinese picked up on the ships’ global roaming. Few of the Britons and Irish were lifelong naval sailors,
         almost all were brought aboard ship either initially as boys with nowhere else to go, or much more commonly as press-ganged
         conscripts or nominal ‘volunteers’ (who earned a bounty by agreeing to serve willingly, even if initially pressed by force).
         At war’s outbreak, such impressments swept merchant sailors into service by the tens of thousands. By the latter half of the
         1790s, such was the need for men that recent drafts to the fleet had been quite literally the sweepings of the jails, bringing
         ill-health, and sometimes seditious sentiments, aboard, along with a monumental task of training to make useful hands.
      

      
      The naval discipline that succeeded in imparting such training was mythically brutal, but such brutality only stands out in
         hindsight. Corporal punishment, for example, was commonly doled out by the ordinary courts, so naval flogging was not exceptional – and was strikingly accepted even by hardened offenders,
         who most often received lashes for drunkenness and fighting. The dangers of naval service, battle apart, were no worse than
         those of seafaring in general, and naval ships carried far larger crews to share the burdens of making sail. They also provided
         ample if monotonous rations, and at least a bare minimum of medical attention, which a merchant sailor might not get. There
         were sadistic, and simply bullying, officers and captains, but the performance of British ships in action time and again demonstrated
         that for most, something other than fearful obedience to hierarchy bound the crews together.
      

      
      The aim of naval battle was brutally annihilating. The massive concentration of available firepower inflicted huge damage
         when unleashed. Continental navies traditionally gave more attention in action to bringing down rigging and masts, while the
         British stereotypically shot for the hull and the crew, but in a close action such as this one, the difference was marginal,
         and ships pounded one another almost muzzle-to-muzzle. To endure such an assault for more than a few minutes, as iron shot
         smashed lethal chunks from the very fabric of your ship, and your comrades’ ghastly wounds sprayed the air with blood, seems
         impossible. Yet combat like this lasted for hours.
      

      
      It plunged officers and men alike into a hell of fire, smoke, shot and splinters. The first discharge of guns was almost literally
         deafening in the confines of the gun-decks, and each successive salvo, with the timing growing more ragged as crews tired
         and men fell, only added to the cacophony. After a few discharges, the individual cannon themselves became dangerously hot,
         to the point of exploding prematurely if not swabbed out properly, or leaping from the decks as they recoiled. Loading and
         preparing them to fire was unrelenting and exhausting work, undertaken in a fury of battle, and by British crews traditionally
         in a roar of self-motivational cheering. They were fighting for their lives, of course, but despite their diverse origins,
         despite their unwilling service or dissident politics, despite the vast social gulf between them and their officers, despite the fact that their enemies fought for liberty
         and equality, they consistently fought better, faster and longer.
      

      
      This horrific process was well under way on 1 August when Nelson’s own ship arrived in time to lead the second half of the
         fleet down the enemy’s seaward side. It took several hours for all the ships to join battle, by which time dusk was falling.
         By darkness at seven all the British were engaged, and within an hour had battered the first few French ships into devastated
         silence. They then proceeded to move further down the pinioned line, repeating the grim process at will. With the wind in
         their faces, the French had no choice but to await the onslaught (or cut their cables and run, which they gallantly declined
         to do).
      

      
      At this point, around 8.30 p.m., Nelson continued his tradition of suffering physically for his triumphs. A piece of flying
         metal struck him on the forehead, leaving a gory flap of skin hanging down over his good eye, stunning and effectively blinding
         him. Carried below, he cried out ‘I am killed’, but demanded to take his turn behind the other wounded, in the stout naval
         tradition.13 A portrait now in the National Maritime Museum, intended to represent this moment, highlights Nelson’s romantic image: it
         shows him bloody and bandaged, and also improbably wearing the ‘Nile Medal’ not issued until months later, his hand across
         his breast in a gesture of sentimental self-absorption.14

      
      By the time Nelson’s wound had been cleaned and bound, it was clear that victory was in his hands. Admiral Brueys had already
         paid the ultimate price for his looming defeat, cut nearly in half by a cannonball. At around twenty to ten, his massive 120-gun,
         three-decked flagship L’Orient was engulfed by a spectacular explosion that lit up the whole bay. Fire, seen aboard her for almost an hour beforehand, had
         finally reached her stored gunpowder. The shock of the explosion caused a short lull in the fighting, and some of the dazed
         survivors were hauled in through the gunports of the nearest British ships, but combat soon resumed. It continued against
         the rear of the French line through the night, with further conspicuous pauses as ships became too damaged to steer, and exhausted
         crews had to make running repairs before the thunder of the guns resumed.
      

      
      All through the next day the mopping-up continued, though the untouched last two ships in the French line made a bolt for
         the sea, with the British too battered to launch a pursuit. Other forces would capture the escapees before they could reach
         a safe harbour. The magnitude of the defeat was encompassed in the casualty figures. The British suffered just under 900 killed
         and wounded, with the dead about one-third of the total. The French reckoned eventually on an appalling 5235 killed, or unaccounted
         for in the fires and explosions. Of the 3000 prisoners taken, a third were wounded. Nelson had earned himself a peerage, and
         the adulation of the country, at the terrible cost his relentless approach to war demanded. By trapping Napoleon Bonaparte
         in Egypt, he had also charted in miniature the course of the great conflicts still to come.
      

   



      
      
      1

      
      REVOLUTIONARY TERRORS

      
      Ten months before the stirring events at Aboukir Bay, the British political class had given a striking example of their bellicose
         spirit. In a nation that had been at war for almost five years, and which had suffered little other than reverses on the European
         stage for much of that time, there were discontents, and questions about the purpose of continued fighting against the new
         revolutionary order in France. As the new parliamentary session opened, Prime Minister William Pitt took the opportunity to
         rally the House of Commons to the cause of ‘this happy and free nation’ with an unabashed summoning of national pride:
      

      
      

         There may be danger, but on the one side there is danger accompanied with honour; on the other side, there is danger with
            indelible shame and disgrace; upon such an alternative, Englishmen will not hesitate … we know great exertions are wanting,
            that we are prepared to make them, and [we are] at all events determined to stand or fall by the laws, liberties, and religion
            of our country.1

      



      
      
      The emotive power of this argument, and the unity of the ruling elite, was then demonstrated in extraordinary fashion, as
         the MPs rose to their feet as one to bellow out the pugnacious chorus of a favourite patriotic anthem:
      

      
      

         Britons strike Home!

         Avenge your Country’s Cause!

         Protect your King!

         Your Liberty, and Laws!

      



      
      In a year which had seen the pride of Britain, the Royal Navy, almost paralysed by mass mutiny, this was either enormous self-confidence
         or the height of delusion. In retrospect, we know that the former attitude prevailed, but the years of war had shown that
         all was not well within the country of ‘Liberty, and Laws’. Indeed, there was much evidence that those two concepts could
         be made to stand in direct opposition, when it suited the holders of authority. Over the coming two decades, the British state
         and its supporters were to maintain – to a greater degree than any other power – a robust opposition to the tyranny that ravaged
         the Continent from Lisbon to Moscow.2 As this ultimately took shape as a self-consciously defined ‘Grand Empire’ that sought to erase and redefine almost every
         boundary, Britain’s elites remained its great enemy, preventing its consolidation and hastening its collapse. During the later
         stages of this struggle in particular, that elite enjoyed, for the most part, stout patriotic support from the mass of the
         population. That had not always been the case, however, and nor can the British leaders’ motives – at any stage in this long
         struggle – be called particularly virtuous. To explore them, and their consequences for all the inhabitants of the British
         Isles, we must begin by looking back to the point in time where the future ‘Corsican Ogre’ first encountered the British enemy.
      

      
      *

      
      
      As the autumn of 1793 turned to winter, William Pitt was approaching the milestone of a full decade in office as Prime Minister.
         At an age, thirty-four, when many men even of his era were still establishing themselves in life, Pitt had already secured
         a place in history. On his notoriously frail shoulders – caricaturists always portrayed him as little more than a stick-figure
         – the burden of restoring an empire to greatness had rested securely. Taking office by royal favour in December 1783, as Britain
         reeled under the financial and political costs of losing the American colonies, and without a majority in the House of Commons,
         Pitt had seen off the threat of impeachment by disgruntled and outraged opponents. He went on to win a near-landslide general
         election victory, and proceeded to wrestle furiously, and largely successfully, with the mammoth task of rebuilding public
         finance on solid foundations by the end of the decade.3

      
      New challenges led on to new triumphs. At the end of 1788 Pitt’s original patron and most faithful supporter, King George
         III, had plunged into madness, and for several months only desperate hedging had kept Pitt in office, facing off against demands
         to make the Prince of Wales Regent and bring the Whig opposition to power. The king’s recovery brought in a period of political
         and diplomatic supremacy, as France collapsed into revolution in 1789, and adroit British diplomacy secured favourable outcomes
         (in the absence of a viable French counterweight) in a series of disputes that echoed around northern and eastern Europe.
         French troubles seemed only to escalate over the following years, while British influence and trading power grew, so that
         in February 1792 Pitt could announce to Parliament a healthy budget surplus, cut taxes, reduce military expenditure, and proclaim
         that ‘there never was a time in the history of this country, when, from the situation of Europe, we might more reasonably
         expect fifteen years of peace’.4

      
      Only two months later, he was proved wrong when aggressive French revolutionaries launched a war on Austria, setting off a
         chain of events that saw the establishment of a French Republic and the execution of their deposed king, with Prussia, Spain, Holland, the other minor states of Germany and Italy, and from
         the spring of 1793, Britain itself being roped into the escalating conflict.5 The close of Pitt’s first decade in office was thus met with yet another of the crises he had tackled so adroitly before.
         And indeed by the autumn of 1793 all seemed to be going well. France was embroiled not only in her external conflicts, but
         in two separate outbreaks of civil war: against out-and-out royalist reactionaries in the rural west, and spurned moderate
         republicans (rapidly becoming more royalist under pressure of circumstances) in the major cities of the south-east. British
         troops had joined the Austrians in driving French forces out of the Low Countries, and even if they had had limited success
         moving into France itself, a stunning blow had been struck to the south. Fearful of republican reprisals, rebel forces had
         surrendered Toulon, the base of France’s Mediterranean fleet, to the Royal Navy.
      

      
      The siege of Toulon by the French, however, was to be one of the turning points of the war. A hitherto obscure artillery officer,
         Napoleon Bonaparte, brought himself to political attention, and general’s rank, by masterminding the assault on a key outlying
         fortress, placing the port at the mercy of his cannon. After their two-month occupation, the British were obliged to flee,
         able to secure only some of the captured ships and failing to destroy others. They left their French allies to a grim fate
         of reprisal and repression. Overall it was a poor substitute for the hoped-for consolidation of royalist revival throughout
         the south. Indeed, it placed the seal on a republican resurgence, as other centres of revolt were crushed in the same season,
         and France entered the winter of 1793–4 girding its loins through massive mobilisation to take the war to its external foes
         in the spring.
      

      
      That mobilisation was the fruit of what the French did not hesitate to call Terror, a policy which in their enemies’ eyes
         meant the unleashing of near-satanic powers of mob violence and pitiless slaughter. Through the first half of 1794, the Terror
         reached its peak within France. Captured rebels and suspected plotters were done to death by the thousand, while property and wealth were
         increasingly sequestered to serve the needs of the state and, more sinister still, long-term plans for redistribution to ‘poor
         patriots’. All this provided British and other observers with a theatre of horror; first-hand accounts were inflated by rumour
         and propaganda, and augmented into cannibalistic orgies by the stunning visual talents of caricaturists. More terrifying still,
         as French forces pressed back into the Low Countries that spring, outmanoeuvring ineffective British troops, was the thought
         that French principles were already at work within Britain.
      

      
      The events of 1789 in France at first seemed to have fallen as little more than a stone in the pond of British life, but as
         the situation deteriorated and war loomed, that stone became more like a depth-charge, its sunken explosion bringing a churning
         mass of discontent to the surface.6 To think that British politics and society were placid during Pitt’s years in office would in any case be a grievous mistake.
         Beyond the crises of war, diplomacy and regency, he had also in the 1780s had to contend with bitter strife over the nature
         of the expanding empire in India, whose ill-gotten loot was widely seen as corrupting the very constitution. He tried, and
         failed, to reconcile competing political and economic interests between Britain and its subjects in Ireland. He fought off
         attempts to open political life to Protestants outside the Church of England – this, ironically, after he had suffered humiliating
         defeat in his own efforts to reform the blatantly corrupt parliamentary franchise. The political culture of late Hanoverian
         Britain rested on ambiguous and contradictory foundations that would turn out to be ripe for further convulsion.7

      
      Britain was a land of liberty, of ‘revolution principles’ laid down against tyrannous monarchy a hundred years before, a land
         where the major political force of the century, the Whigs, nurtured a fringe of ‘Commonwealthmen’ – ideologues who disdained
         almost all centralised power, and who could attract dukes and earls to their celebrations, as they did for a raucous centenary feast for the ‘Glorious Revolution’ in London on 4 November 1788.
         Britain was home to habeas corpus, the legal principle that prevented arbitrary detentions, and to the jury trial, which stopped
         the courts being the mere plaything of power. The institution of Parliament so central to the political culture was itself
         almost unique in a Europe of absolutist monarchies, and the appearance of public consent helped sustain a far higher burden
         of taxation and borrowing to fund imperial expansion than could safely be managed by other powers.8

      
      The stout, booted stereotype of John Bull stood for ‘English’ virtues, freedom and prosperity, in sharp and deliberate contrast
         to France, depicted in a thousand popular images as the home of skeletal, clog-wearing, straw-eating victims of Roman Catholic
         despotism. But habeas corpus could be suspended, and the juries of British courts sometimes struggled to uphold their instincts
         for justice against the ‘Bloody Code’ of parliamentary statutes, with a bewildering mass of specific crimes and capital sentences.
         Juries’ willingness to declare the value of goods stolen to be just below the threshold at which a hanging would have been
         mandatory was legendary, but while it may have saved lives it did little to assuage growing fears about the security of property.9

      
      Other grim contradictions had erupted in 1780, when Protestant fanatics whipped up fears that secret Catholics in government
         were plotting a coup d’état. A protest march brought tens of thousands on to the streets of London, and law and order broke down in the infamous ‘Gordon
         Riots’. As violence unfolded, the agenda switched from bizarre conspiracy theory to all-out assault on the emblems of power,
         with public buildings, and notably prisons, assaulted and torched. Local authorities were unwilling to requisition armed force
         in defence of ‘papists’, army officers declined to act without civilian authorisation (fearing robust legal sanctions if they
         did), and finally only a royal proclamation was able to unleash repression – producing several hundred deaths.
      

      
      
      The British state ruled over its millions of ‘freeborn Englishmen’ (and women, and Scots, Welsh, Irish and others, too) from
         the heart of Europe’s largest city, at the centre of a globe-spanning empire based on trade in imperial plunder and the produce
         of Caribbean slavery, on an island in the throes of industrialisation. The population of England and Wales, which had risen
         slowly from around five million in 1700 towards seven million by 1770, shot up past eight million in the 1780s, on course
         to add a further two million in the next two decades, and three million more in the two after that.10 Tumultuous economic and demographic growth had seen villages turned into bustling towns in the ‘industrious districts’ of
         the north and Midlands. Birmingham, a metalworking town of craftsmen and workshops, was at 70,000 people five times larger
         than it had been a century before. Manchester, home to swelling ranks of cotton-weavers, had held fewer than 20,000 people
         at mid-century, but was now on course to top 100,000 within a few years. Its satellite towns, equally devoted to the textile
         trade, would by the 1801 census house almost a quarter of a million people.
      

      
      London, whose population was soon to reach a million, had long been a vast metropolis, but now seemed to grow ever faster.11 Stretching miles in every direction from its ancient heart, overhung with a sooty pall from the ‘sea coal’ (brought by ship
         from the north-east) that had fuelled its fires since Tudor times, its fringes seethed with new building, just as its heart
         throbbed with every variety of human activity. Districts like Kensington, Paddington and Islington, not long before almost
         wholly rural, had in recent years been given over to a combination of market gardens and weekend retreats for the various
         needs of city-dwellers, and now were on the brink of absorption into the urban mass. Islington had once been a spa, but by
         the 1790s little of this glamour remained, except in the name of its theatre, Sadler’s Wells. Like many districts, its reputation
         rose and fell over the decades, marked with waves of successive gentrification and dilapidation.
      

      
      
      Urban development was unplanned, speculative and frequently chaotic.12 Not even the Great Fire of 1666 had persuaded Londoners to abandon the warren-like construction of the medieval city. Elsewhere
         around the capital, fine squares and crescents might be laid out one decade, and fall into slum conditions in the next, as
         fashion and other, newer developments encouraged the rich to move on, and left the poor as a landlord’s only source of profit.
         Much housing built speculatively for the ‘middling sort’ of prosperous Londoner turned out to be shoddy and unsafe, accelerating
         the tendency of the emergent middle classes to prefer more individual suburban villas, and leaving what had once appeared
         to be solid townhouses to be gutted and let out as crumbling and overcrowded tenements. Spitalfields to the east of the city
         was one such area already beginning a decline towards the worst excesses of destitution in the century to come.13

      
      Growing extremes of wealth and poverty were masked by a general sense of rising prosperity, especially in the capital. No
         population in Europe was as well-fed (or as inclined to overeat) as the English, and to foreign visitors the streets of London
         were an astonishing spectacle of popular vivacity and liberty.14 London crowds were notoriously no respecters of persons, inclined to gather and gawp at anything of passing interest, and
         to pass noisy (and occasionally violent) judgment on anything they disagreed with. This cult of spectatorship was promoted
         by eager commercial forces, selling newspapers, pamphlets and print illustrations (the latter frequently obscenely satirical)
         by the ton. Prints were put on show in shop windows, attracting many to the free spectacle, but almost anything might also
         be exhibited for a fee. The willingness of the English to part with a penny to view items ranging from a new painting to an
         anatomical curiosity was the foundation of many modest fortunes, and a mainstay of a culture of unregulated public openness
         and engagement shockingly alien to continentals.
      

      
      Less salubrious pleasures were also shared by every class, and privately run ‘pleasure gardens’ such as those at Ranelagh and Vauxhall wavered uneasily between park, fairground and open-air
         brothel.15 Whilst theatre-going was one respectable pastime – if not without occasional raucous interruptions from the cheaper seats
         – many other public entertainments still bore a harsh edge of primal indulgence. The robust and gruesome pleasures of bull-and
         bear-baiting, dog- and cock-fighting, and their human equivalent in bare-knuckle boxing, attracted ‘sportsmen’ of every class;
         those who could afford it combined spectating with heavy drinking and high-stakes gambling. At night the city was a dangerous
         place, and the wise pedestrian secured the services of reliable ‘link-men’ to light his way home – his, for no sensible woman
         of the propertied classes would risk being abroad after dark. The disadvantages of city life, except perhaps for a seasonal
         visit, further encouraged the proliferation of rural building that also marked the age.
      

      
      Colonial and agricultural prosperity had already produced a wave of country-house building in the sternly neoclassical ‘Palladian’
         style by mid-century. In later decades this trend swelled, augmented by the sophisticated combinations of taste in interior
         decoration and architecture epitomised in town and country alike by Robert Adam. As a working architect, he had a guiding
         hand in some fifty notable urban and rural developments, as well as various churches and public buildings, but his and his
         competitors’ designs were increasingly available to anyone with money, thanks to the commercial diffusion of pattern-books
         and exemplary building plans. As prosperous merchants began to hanker after neoclassical elegance as the reward for their
         labours, suburbs like Edgbaston in Birmingham expanded rapidly with what we now think of as prototypically Georgian detached
         villas and elegant streets.
      

      
      As the middling sort reached out towards the rural elegance of the gentry, so some at the very top of society expanded their
         more substantial fortunes on newly industrious foundations. Most famously, the Duke of Bridgewater invested £200,000 in a
         canal from his coal-bearing hills to Manchester’s commercial hub, and by the early 1790s was making £80,000 a year as a result.16 Especially in the Midlands and the north-west, canals opened up the country to trade in a generation, their aqueducts rivalling
         those of the Romans in grandeur, and in their march across the landscape, symbolising a country woven together by active and
         expanding commercial and industrial wealth.17

      
      Just as the bustling cityscape had its dark side, so too did this new alliance of aristocrats, engineers and merchants. Changes
         in agricultural techniques, crowned by the ‘enclosures’ that turned medieval strip-farming into scientific practices of crop
         rotation in hedged fields, had raised productivity, and helped to support the soaring population. Led by the most advanced
         agrarian thinkers amongst nobility and gentry, this process had cut away age-old common rights, helping to propel large sections
         of the population into dependence on wage labour. When demand for labour was high, in field or workshop, this was no great
         hardship, but rising population cheapened labour in some sectors, while increasing use of machinery – still hand- or water-powered,
         but with steam looming on the horizon – propelled intensifying exploitation as more and more employers competed to recoup
         their investments on plant and buildings.
      

      
      Rising production in the mills of the new industries – and even in old-established urban trades – often came in these years
         from driving workers into absolute dependence: on machines, and on the will of their masters. Statute after statute crowded
         the books, literally criminalising long-established forms of resistance and collective bargaining with such masters.18 Over all this presided the personnel of the state, a political class comprised essentially of the aristocracy, numbering
         in the thousands, its wealth based in land and tradition, but also in the plunder of the state for profitable office. Power
         was wealth, and vice versa – the king himself had chipped in to help buy the 1784 election for his favourite Pitt, and Pitt’s
         arch-rival Charles James Fox had planned in detail just who should get what spoils if he had taken power in the 1789 regency
         crisis.
      

      
      
      When all was going well, this turbulent, venal, starkly unequal society could celebrate itself (and regularly did) as the
         best of all possible worlds. After all, even the breakaway Americans fixated, in their founding debates, on the fine qualities
         of the ‘English’ constitution. The ideological challenge posed in 1789 by the French seemed to have been smacked down convincingly
         by the end of 1790, when the Whig politician Edmund Burke produced his Reflections on the Revolution in France. This proved to the satisfaction of the British elite that such democratic practices could only end in carnage. While this
         jeremiad turned out to be prophetic of later events across the Channel, it also called forth a challenge at home from Burke’s
         former friend, the Anglo-American revolutionary Thomas Paine.19 His Rights of Man in its first part dissected Burke’s flowery rhetoric, and in a second part published in 1792 offered a pithy summons to unmake
         the aristocratic monarchy in favour of a democratic republic and the outlines of a welfare state. Sold in cheap editions and
         reprinted by the tens of thousands, Paine’s work inserted a dangerous political radicalism into the culture of popular awareness
         and boisterous self-expression. From supporters of both positions, a pamphlet war between ‘radicals’ and ‘loyalists’ began
         that would spiral on throughout the decade.20

      
      With the working people of the country already bemoaning ‘the hardness of the times and the dearness of all the necessaries
         of life’, early 1792 saw a movement of ‘corresponding societies’ begin amongst workers and craftsmen in London, uniting first
         with a similar group in the precociously radical atmosphere of Sheffield, and developing into a nationwide network as Paine’s
         message, and the deeper economic hardships of war, began to strike home from 1793.21 Their initial goal was simple – to gain a political voice through manhood suffrage – but it implied sweeping away all the
         structures of the existing order, and as their numbers grew, so too did the perceived threat they posed. Local authorities
         became almost hysterical in their fears of mobs and conspirators.22 Thomas Paine, fleeing to France ahead of an arrest warrant, was burned in effigy at loyalist celebrations around the country, and
         an Association for the Preservation of Liberty and Property against Republicans and Levellers organised a nationwide witch-hunt
         of radicals.23 Meanwhile, government began building up internal networks of spies and informers, in parallel with similar operations against
         the French enemy, that would grow ever more elaborate over the years to come.24

      
      In the fervid atmosphere of May 1794, with the French Terror before their eyes, Pitt’s government passed into law an Act to
         deal with ‘a traitorous and detestable Conspiracy … for subverting the existing Laws and Constitution, and for introducing
         the System of Anarchy and Confusion which has so fatally prevailed in France’.25 Habeas corpus was suspended, licensing indefinite detention without trial. The leadership of the London Corres ponding Society
         was rounded up, charged with high treason and interrogated personally by the king’s Privy Council. John Thelwall, an educated
         merchant’s son who had thrown in his lot with the radicals, recorded a confrontation with a panel including the Attorney-General,
         Lord Chancellor, Home Secretary and Prime Minister Pitt himself. He scorned to answer their questions, and his young comrade,
         fourteen-year-old Henry Eaton, treated them to what the Morning Post reported as a ‘political harangue, in which he used very harsh language against Mr Pitt, upbraiding him with having taxed
         the people to an enormous extent’.26

      
      The prosecution of these men collapsed when an Old Bailey jury could not be made to agree that their plans for a ‘convention’
         of delegates to demand suffrage amounted to treason in its bloodthirsty medieval definition. But the jubilation of a London
         crowd who carried Thelwall and several others in triumph through the streets merely highlighted the strains imposed by an
         increasingly unsuccessful war, and by the continued influence of revolutionary ideals of liberation.27

      
      The problem posed for the British state in resisting the call for change was particularly acute in Ireland, where political realities posed a perennial challenge to the libertarian self-image
         of the ‘freeborn Englishman’. Since the later nineteenth century, Ireland has been a small country compared to England – its
         population often no more than 10 per cent of that of the larger nation. At the end of the eighteenth century, however, Ireland
         held over four and three-quarter million people, well on the way to half the population of its neighbour.28 With three million colonial subjects already lost in North America, any prospect of a further dissolution of this empire
         threatened the collapse of the British state.
      

      
      Ruled as a satellite kingdom of England, Ireland had for centuries been the domain of a ‘Protestant Ascendancy’; its parliament
         had been a puppet for English wishes since the 1490s, and under rulers from Elizabeth to Cromwell the Catholic population
         had been repressed and massacred into line. Irish Catholic rallying to the cause of James II, the monarch cast out of England
         by the 1688 Glorious Revolution, reinforced the perpetual English prejudice that the Irish were incorrigibly dangerous subjects.
         The Protestant population, descendants of seventeenth-century ‘plantations’ of aggressively Presbyterian Scots in the north
         alongside the landed gentry that owned much of the south, caused their own problems. Rebelling against unfavourable tariffs
         for their exports during the disasters of the American War, they succeeded in bullying the British into restoring their long-lost
         legislative independence – and so the Irish Lords and Commons in Dublin went in 1782 from being a conveniently tame matrix
         of patronage to a complicating factor in an already congested field of faction and partisanship.
      

      
      The French Revolution, subsequent war and radicalisation of protest across Britain struck home with particular force in Ireland,
         raising new alarms and cutting across old ones. A rich tradition of conflict was coalescing by the mid-1790s around a clandestine
         Catholic militia that called itself the ‘Defenders’, and a more overt and aggressive Protestant response in the foundation
         of the ‘Orange Order’. The intermittent fighting and relentless hatred encouraged by such groups complicated (but also deepened)
         the threat from another new organisation. The United Irishmen, whose leadership stretched up into the fringes of the ruling
         elite, saw a beguiling example in the French exaltation of their ‘nation’ over an aristocratic caste, and forged a strong
         network of both Protestants and Catholics committed, nominally at least, to freeing all Ireland from the British yoke. Pursued
         by the same spies and informers that harried the footsteps of the Corresponding Societies, the United Irishmen nonetheless
         became a standing challenge to British rule, especially as the situation of the war with France deteriorated.29

      
      The end of the Terror in the summer of 1794 was far from the end of the French threat: indeed one reason that the republican
         politicians had felt able to rid themselves of the puritanical fanaticism of the leading ‘terrorists’ was that their armies
         were now clearly winning on all fronts. Though Britain continued with the idea of crushing the Revolution – landing a force
         of exiled French royalists on the coast of Brittany in 1795, with disastrous consequences – most of France’s other foes were
         being driven to a settlement. Spain and Prussia both signed peace deals that same year, while the Dutch were overrun and converted
         into a pro-French republic. When – led by the new wonder-worker, General Bonaparte, who would force a favourable peace the
         following year – the French in 1796 achieved crushing victories against Austrian power in Italy, their thoughts turned to
         possible routes to a defeat of Britain, and Ireland was the self-evident first choice.
      

      
      By 1796 one of the United Irish leaders, Theobald Wolfe Tone, had already been granted a French military commission, and in
         that year and the next abortive efforts to stimulate a national rising through an armed landing sowed panic and dread through
         the British and Anglo-Irish ruling classes. With the country’s finances in a precarious state, a French descent on the coast
         of Wales by a few hundred soldiers in 1797 struck such a panic in London that the Bank of England had to suspend payments in gold. It was a symptom of a country living on its nerves, fighting a war whose
         purposes were by now obscure, and in which victory – or indeed peace – remained appallingly elusive.
      

      
      The democratic threat had endured through these years, intensifying that nervousness. Through 1795 the London Corresponding
         Society swelled by hundreds and thousands, riding on the popularity of further acquittals on trumped-up treason charges. French
         successes cut off traditional markets for British goods in the Low Countries, unemployment rose, and a poor harvest and a
         bitter winter had produced hunger throughout the land. Opposition spread far wider than just a hard core of radicals, with
         petitions for peace reaching the capital from many provincial gatherings, and fears widespread about the combination of harsh
         weather and rampant enemies. One diarist recorded in February 1795 that ‘This is the hardest winter ever known. In the north
         the snow 12 and 18 feet deep. The poor are starving with cold and hunger, for want of trade, especially with Holland.’ The
         poet Coleridge gave a public lecture in Bristol that month, warning that ‘social confidence’ was collapsing, ‘our liberties
         have suffered a serious breach … And shall we carry on this wild and priestly War against reason, against freedom, against
         human nature?’30

      
      Symbolic of the apocalyptic social mood was the rise to prominence of the ‘prophet’ Richard Brothers, a former naval lieutenant
         who since 1789 had been living the life of a penniless anchorite, and producing screeds proclaiming the imminent end of the
         world. Financed by a range of followers, including at least one MP, Brothers’ stream of words fitted into a well-developed
         strand of millennial and apocalyptic thought that lay just below the surface of eighteenth-century Christianity. It also actively
         alarmed the government.
      

      
      By early spring 1795, Brothers was attracting wide public attention in London with claims that universal destruction was about
         to come upon the ‘Babylon’ capital. Declarations that this would result in the Second Coming and that ‘the day is at hand when none can work’, but all would eat ‘butter and honey’, proved
         too much for the authorities. Brothers was arrested in March under a sixteenth-century statute forbidding ‘fantastical prophecies,
         with intent to create dissensions, and other disturbances within this realm’. Like the leaders of the London Corresponding
         Society the previous year, he was treated to a personal interrogation by the Privy Council, whom he informed of his ‘immediate
         communication with GOD’.31 He was simultaneously indicted for treason and declared insane, and locked away in a private asylum.
      

      
      His prophecies, however, remained active in the public imagination. He had foretold that the capital’s destruction would begin
         with an earthquake on 4 June – the king’s official birthday, one reason for deeming such claims seditious. The prediction
         had been widely publicised, and as the day approached, it appears that many contemplated flight: one diarist condemned the
         inhabitants as ‘disloyal, superstitious, villainous, and infamous’, and the cartoonist Gillray mocked them in print.32 Yet on that very day, when a huge thunderstorm broke over the capital, the dread seemed very much alive. A leader of the
         London Corresponding Society later recalled that he had been caught by the storm on his way to a meeting, and taking shelter
         in a hotel found fifty or sixty people waiting: ‘every one in the room knew something of Brothers’ prophecy, and of the time
         at which it was to be fulfilled … There was a general feeling and expression of alarm.’33

      
      Beyond such fears of a metaphysical apocalypse, the state of the country as pointless war continued and food prices soared
         seemed to cry out for change. Parliamentary willingness at the end of June 1795 to grant the newly married Prince of Wales
         an annual income of £125,000 (on condition he allocated £65,000 a year to paying off his £630,000 of debts) added insult to
         injury.34 In July, protestors smashed the windows of 10 Downing Street while Pitt was hosting a dinner party inside, one of a series
         of riots that also attacked ‘crimping houses’ where men were supposedly kidnapped into military service.35 By the autumn, mass meetings of the London Corres ponding Society and its ilk were bringing tens of thousands to hear fiery
         rhetoric about the connection between corruption and starvation. As the king drove to open Parliament on 29 October a reported
         200,000 thronged the streets, crying against Pitt and for peace, and brandishing loaves draped in black crepe – ominous emblems
         of popular hunger. When what was probably a flung pebble cracked the window of the king’s carriage, it was enough to spark
         further repression against such ‘assassins’.
      

      
      Two new Acts banned a range of ‘Treasonable Practices’, and subjected those who held ‘Seditious Meetings’ to the sometimes
         overwrought judgment of local magistrates. These were able now, without habeas corpus, to hand down sentences of indefinite
         confinement almost at a whim.36 Edmund Burke, who had denounced radical fervour even before it had arisen, saw terrible things in the continued stream of
         rumours and reports from ever-active (and sometimes imaginative) government spies. A majority of the working population, and
         as many as one in five of the electorate (a much more restricted, and supposedly respectable, body) he damned as ‘pure Jacobins’
         – that is, revolutionary republicans on the French model: ‘utterly incapable of amendment; objects of eternal vigilance’.
         The constitution of the body politic had to be protected from such diseases with ‘the critical terrors of the cautery and
         the knife’.37

      
      Under such rhetorical and punitive onslaughts, attempts to sustain the London Corresponding Society were restricted to an
         ardent hard core. Provincial counterparts through 1796 in Manchester, Birmingham, Leeds, Sheffield, Nottingham and elsewhere
         floundered under ‘terrifying … arbitrary proceedings’ by the authorities. Nonetheless, individuals struggled on, and the scattered
         legal records that survive show that men were still producing outbursts of radical fervour across the country. One Scot declaimed
         against the law to raise a new militia: ‘Why should we fight for them. If the French come they will not hurt us – they will only plunder from those who have already too much.’ The
         magistrate who sentenced him noted that his rank as a local constable proved ‘how soon the true British character can be debased
         by the poison of democracy’.38

      
      Oppression and isolation played on many of the leaders of radicalism.39 John Thelwall had struggled to maintain a public platform for democratic ideas, enduring both assaults and the provocations
         of spies who sought to incriminate him in riots and other violence. But he was ground down, and visiting the rural idyll of
         his friends Coleridge and Wordsworth, imagined in verse how sweet it would be to dwell ‘far from the strifeful scenes/Of public
         life’, tending a garden and discoursing on art and literature. The poets, however, coming to regret their earlier dabbling
         with sedition, pushed him away.40

      
      The growing divide between establishment opinion and a radical fringe was intensified in the aftermath of a new general election
         in the summer of 1796. Though Pitt and his colleagues secured a huge majority from the largely elite electorate, this victory
         brought not security but new crises. French successes left the British government with little option other than to contemplate
         making peace, but national pride (and cold calculation) meant that London could not offer terms that the rampant republicans
         were willing to accept. In December 1796 a change of ruler in Russia weakened the anti-French alliance even more, causing
         a decisive rejection of the British mission. With recently defeated Spain turning its coat and entering the war on the French
         side, forcing the hasty evacuation of the Mediterranean fleet, Pitt had to call on all his reserves of political capital to
         raise millions in extra taxation, and no less than £18 million in a ‘loyalty loan’ from the propertied population. That this
         sum was subscribed in four days was a triumph, but the money was needed partly to fund increasingly unpopular expansions of
         the armed forces, which would bring their own perils.41

      
      
      There was another narrow escape at the end of 1796, as a French invasion force, destined to link up with planned (or at least
         predicted) United Irish revolt, was blocked by the weather from landing in Bantry Bay. Irish authorities continued with campaigns
         of repression against the United Irishmen and their Defender counterparts, and amidst a rising atmosphere of alarm one tactic
         widely used was to ship prisoners into naval service. According to one report over 15,000 such men had been sent from Ireland
         between 1793 and 1796. If accurate, this figure represents over a tenth of the manpower of the Royal Navy by the latter year.
         Somewhere approaching a similar proportion were ‘Quota Men’, the products of legislation requiring local authorities to provide
         recruits since 1795. Such men were got by a variety of means, one of which was the sweeping of the jails, including the direct
         dispatch of suspected radicals and insurrectionaries from England and Scotland. Another was the payment of substantial cash
         bounties for volunteers, which enticed a further wave of men, including artisans and traders, to enlist to escape debts and
         impoverishment brought on by the harsh conditions of wartime.42 All such men, with their diverse grievances, were expected to be tamed by the relentless discipline and isolated conditions
         of life aboard ship.
      

      
      In February 1797 the continued potential of the Royal Navy was proved when the Mediterranean fleet sortied from its temporary
         refuge in Lisbon to engage the Spanish off Cape St Vincent. Outnumbered twenty-eight to fifteen, the British ships nevertheless
         had the advantage of well-drilled and tempered crews. The Spanish, on the other hand, had filled up their ships with soldiers
         and conscripted landsmen – as much as 90 per cent of many crews had never been to sea. The British commander, Admiral Sir
         John Jervis, earned himself an elevation to the peerage as Earl St Vincent by carrying his ships through the middle of the
         confused and disorderly enemy fleet, capturing four and driving the others off in panic. His subordinate, Commodore Horatio
         Nelson, gained fame by capturing two of those four ships, the San José and the San Nicolás, which had become locked together in the mêlée, racing across from one to the other in a move wits dubbed his ‘patent bridge’.
      

      
      Though this news caused short-term rejoicing, the mood of the country remained sour. Whig opposition members amongst the ancient
         corporate organisation of the City of London prompted a petition to the king in March 1797 that called in bitter terms for
         peace. It was ‘the evil instigations of your majesty’s advisors’ that kept the country in a war ‘unparalleled in misery and
         destruction’, ruining commerce, augmenting corruption and bringing on circumstances in which ‘the very vitals of our constitution’
         were threatened by repression of dissent. They begged for a change of government to restore ‘national prosperity and happiness’.43 The king refused to accept the petition on the throne, which would have required him to reply to it, though he condescended
         to receive it at a lesser ceremony.
      

      
      By the time of this rejection, the sailors of the Channel fleet, crucial to defence against France, had already begun petitioning
         the Admiralty over their miserable wages, unimproved for a century, and over other grievances from lack of shore-leave to
         poor medical treatment, deductions from rations, and inadequate pensions for crippled veterans. How far they were influenced
         by the currents of ‘democratical’ agitation has always remained a mystery, though this must clearly have played a part. The
         Admiralty’s response was to order the fleet at Spithead, the anchorage off Portsmouth, to proceed to sea. On 16 April 1797
         every ship refused the order. Britain’s wooden wall had fallen to mutiny. The speed, secrecy and discipline with which the
         crews acted astonished government and civilian observers alike, and within days ministers agreed to meet at least some of
         their demands. Rejection by the sailors of this first offer led to a further, remarkable, government concession: an emergency
         Cabinet meeting on the night of the 21st agreed to add a sweeping royal pardon to the deal. Such was the desperation that
         the threatened loss of the fleet provoked.
      

      
      
      Though this brought agreement from the Portsmouth crews to end the mutiny, as they awaited implementation of improvements
         they were joined by delegates from the squadron at Plymouth, and both groups began formulating new grievances, notably about
         the harsh conduct of individual officers in various ships. In early May the fleet redoubled its claims, demanding an immediate
         Act of Parliament to consolidate the sailors’ gains, and the removal of such unpopular officers. The government had to pass
         an emergency Finance Bill, and sent Admiral ‘Black Dick’ Howe, a popular superannuated hero, to Spithead, where three days
         of discussion and reassurance brought unalloyed victory for the demands of the Portsmouth and Plymouth men. On 15 May the
         sailors held a celebratory banquet; on the 16th they sailed to resume blockade duty off the main French naval base at Brest
         in Brittany.
      

      
      If the mutiny had been confined to the Channel fleet it could have been incorporated into the national story as an example
         of plainspoken British justice. One of the reasons the men’s complaints were taken so seriously was that their conditions
         were palpably unjust, when rates of pay and conditions in the army had been improved two years before to overcome equally
         reasonable disaffection. However, while Howe’s mission to Spithead was still in progress, news reached London that ships at
         the Nore, at the mouth of the Thames, had launched their own protest. Unpopular officers were sent ashore at once, and after
         news of the Spithead victory was brought first-hand by a sailors’ delegation, the Nore ships proceeded to draft their own
         petition on 20 May. Along with all the demands of the Channel fleet, they included goals that began to sound alarmingly democratic,
         such as the introduction of sailors’ juries into court-martial proceedings.
      

      
      Ministers reacted by calling up army units to nearby towns, and asked the Admiral of the North Sea fleet, based at Yarmouth,
         if his men could be relied on in action against the mutineers. Within a few days, most of the Yarmouth ships mutinied too,
         and sailed to join those at the Nore, where they took up defensive positions that also threatened a blockade of the Thames. At the end of May such a blockade commenced, provoking some occupants of nearby
         towns to flee. The stakes were rising; the more radical amongst the mutineers had already had to use cannon-fire to prevent
         two wavering ships slipping away. Over the following ten days, with government intransigent, tensions wreaked havoc with the
         mutineers’ unity. An attempt to put to sea on 9 June collapsed, over the next two days open fighting broke out on many ships,
         and by the 14th the mutiny was effectively over, the last ship surrendering the next day, along with the committee of delegates
         who had led the enterprise.
      

      
      Over the course of the summer some thirty-six men were hanged for their roles in the Nore mutiny, and over 350 sentenced to
         an assortment of floggings and deportations to distant colonies.44 With the government’s recovery from its initial shock at the Spithead events, it had become clear that dangerous political
         grievances had been present even there. Several sailors aboard HMS Pompée, for example, voiced views that the refusal of peace petitions in London was because ‘the great Men at the Head of Affairs
         … meant the ruin of the Nation’, a body which would be ‘very indebted to the seamen’ if their actions could force an end to
         the war. Beyond this general demand for peace – which would, incidentally, release many men from their enforced naval servitude
         – there were sinister signs of organised democratic agitation. The London Corresponding Society tried to get in touch with
         the Spithead men, as did the United Irishmen, though the movement ended before any real action could be taken. At the Nore
         however, agitation amongst Irish seamen for radical goals was present from the outbreak of mutiny. Some members of the Nore
         committee later claimed (no doubt self-servingly) to have opposed ‘a set of damn’d rascals in the place’ who held a ‘violent
         opinion … against the good of their king and country’.
      

      
      As the mutiny began to disintegrate the committee tried to split the ships into five divisions. The first would take those
         who wanted an immediate surrender, the second would head out to sea, ultimately aiming to desert to France. The third would head for
         Scotland, for reasons not overtly explained, but perhaps to make contact with disaffected workers in the cities. The fourth
         would aim for Ireland, perhaps to become the navy of the United Irishmen. A fifth set was to abandon Europe and seek refuge
         in America. Each ship was to vote on which division to join. It was a scatterbrained and desperate plan, but it shows clearly
         that, of the five options, at least two and perhaps three were seditious in intent. A later petition from over 250 imprisoned
         mutineers bewailed the influence of the ‘leaders of a dreadful Faction’ in dragging them towards conflict.45 As the mutiny broke up in disorder and fighting, many of the most ardent mutineers escaped – in one case no fewer than twenty
         men from HMS Inflexible, which had persistently been a hotbed of extreme views, stole a cutter and sailed directly for France.
      

      
      In a context such as this, further efforts by the London Corresponding Society to revive public agitation were doomed. Before
         the mutinies, they had written to provincial groups calling for mass meetings to be held, and demands to be put forward for
         a change of government and a commitment to peace, annual parliaments and universal manhood suffrage. With little enthusiasm
         on display for what seemed a futile demand – and Sheffield radicals arguing it would be better to await a general collapse
         that would bring change in its wake – the London group nevertheless went ahead with a meeting on open ground at St Pancras
         on 31 July 1797. In response, the authorities displayed overwhelming force, mustering 2000 civilian constables and a total
         of almost 10,000 troops, on the spot and in nearby reserve. Magistrates on horseback summoned the meeting to disperse, and
         there could be no resistance. It was meagre consolation that, once again, a jury found there were no charges to answer against
         six arrested ringleaders. The days of mass radicalism seemed over.46

      
      Meanwhile, further echoes of mutiny continued to shake the British state. During the Nore events, regiments of Guards in London had shown ‘disaffection and discontent’, and a rattled Cabinet had approved an immediate rise in army pay. Despite
         their elite status, the Guards were notably problematic from the point of view of discipline, as many were Irish, and they
         lived out of barracks, free to mingle with the capital’s radicals. Later in May the artillery troops at Woolwich Arsenal had
         to be disarmed by infantry and cavalry after striking against unpopular officers. Meanwhile in Plymouth a plot amongst sailors
         and marines, which included alleged plans to blow up the local arsenal and unite with freed French prisoners to ‘do everything
         in their power to overturn government’, was suppressed by the use of regular troops and local militia. The authorities unhesitatingly
         blamed a ‘Mutinous Irish Banditti’, and hanged six ringleaders – but at the end of the summer there were still several hundred
         marines in barracks that it was ‘not thought prudent to trust’ with weapons.47 The months ahead were to show that both government and radicals still had formidable arsenals at their disposal.
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      SEDITION AND STALEMATE

      
      With mutinous aftershocks still being felt across the country, October 1797 brought news from the Navy that seemed to put
         the world back on its axis. Pitt’s government was still seeking peace, and had suffered something close to a humiliation in
         September when an envoy to France, Lord Malmesbury, had been given twenty-four hours to agree to surrender all British conquests,
         and was then essentially expelled. Nonetheless, it remained prepared for war.1 Admiral Duncan, whose fleet had been ravaged at the Nore, had been able to restore discipline and resume his blockade of
         the Dutch fleet, which since the French takeover had significantly augmented the threat to Britain’s coasts.
      

      
      On 11 October at the Battle of Camperdown Duncan took twenty-four ships of the line into battle against twenty-five Dutch.
         This was the main strength of their fleet, which had sortied on exercise after a temporary British withdrawal. The Dutch were
         a much tougher adversary than the Spanish had been at St Vincent, but the end result of a pounding fight was even more emphatic.
         Ten of the Dutch battleships were taken, including their admiral’s flagship, after the British broke through their line of battle in two places, resulting in a furious mêlée with many ships
         firing to port and starboard at once. Testament to the ferocity of the combat, and the effectiveness of the British gunnery,
         is that all seven of the captured Dutch ships in condition to be towed to England were later judged too battered to be worth
         repairing – a remarkable fact, at a time when many of the best ships in the Royal Navy had been taken from their foes in previous
         fights.
      

      
      Even this victory, however, was not without its disturbing domestic elements. One reason the Dutch had been watched so closely
         was their reported intention to take an army north to link up with disaffected Scottish radicals in Edinburgh and Glasgow.
         While this plan seems to have been called off, a second reported goal was to take the Dutch fleet to French ports, there to
         collect an army for the invasion of Ireland. Defeat put paid to this scheme for the time being, giving the authorities in
         Dublin more time to undermine the United Irishmen. The London crowds, meanwhile, were offered a massive victory parade, and
         greeted Admiral Duncan as a popular hero. Prime Minister Pitt was less fortunate: his carriage was stoned on the way to the
         thanksgiving service at St Paul’s Cathedral, and he wisely chose to slip away incognito as it ended.2

      
      Just as national celebrations could be exposed as a flimsy covering on a cauldron of dissent, so the bellicose unity shown
         in the House of Commons in November 1797 was something of a façade. Earlier in the summer both Houses of Parliament had decisively
         rejected motions from Whig supporters of Charles James Fox for political reform and extension of the franchise. The nature
         and sentiments of the Whig grouping marked out the continued potential for real ideological conflict at the heart of wartime
         politics. Fox himself was an extraordinary figure, not least in caricature, where his formidable bulk, dark jowls and black
         eyebrows were an irresistible target. Entering Parliament as little more than a youth in the late 1760s, he rose rapidly to become a leading speaker and political strategist; and arch-rival of Pitt, whose rise ousted him from power
         in a move Fox ever after saw as little more than royal despotism.
      

      
      Despite bearing the names of the two Stuart ‘despots’ of the previous century, Fox led a party that had long held the mantle
         of protectors of liberty. Some, including Fox himself, had actively welcomed the first, liberal phases of the French Revolution,
         and throughout the decade sought to resist what they saw as a steady slippage towards ‘Pittite’ tyranny. When the Duke of
         Portland led much of the party into effective wartime coalition with Pitt in 1794, Fox and his rump of supporters intensified
         their hatred, and were in return targets of open scorn.3
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