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PROLOGUE


Once a Marine . . .


. . . always a Marine, so the saying goes. Although the title remains, the concept is changing fast. At the turn of the twenty-first century, with the Cold War over, the countdown began for the evolution of a multi-faceted, highly skilled, brilliantly equipped force whose raison d’etre began to move dramatically towards meeting the envisaged demands of an international scenario that is almost beyond comparison with what has gone before. The whole structure of the Royal Marines was to be finally and inexorably aligned to the single descriptive title of Commandos, although even that designation barely does justice to the planned rebirth of the Marines as a unique military outfit whose training and ethos, already classed as elite, begins to move to an even higher level in terms of both manpower skills and equipment.


As one of Britain’s oldest military units, dating from 1664, the Royal Marines had a wealth of experience to draw on as they planned for the future. The planning, and the creation, is well under way with a vision of operational needs and equipment that will take Britain’s greatest-ever amphibious force through to 2020. The revamping of the Marines around the core operations of 3 Commando Brigade builds on the ‘go-anywhere’ principle that has been the underlying theme of their activities for centuries, with a motto that boasted ‘by land and sea’ from the earliest times. Today, their reach is almost limitless, their firepower awesome, and much more is promised for the future in an intensely programmed restructuring now in progress under the title of Commando 21.


The project was launched at the turn of the century at a time when military units, emplacements and equipment of the major powers were being reviewed, analysed and pulled apart as it became clear that the Cold War was well and truly over. This event had been long awaited by the controllers of budgetary purse strings on both sides of the divide, where hopes of downsizing military spending were being welcomed with heady euphoria. In fact, it didn’t and couldn’t happen, at least not on the scale some had hoped, and the big boomers of the nuclear submarine fleets still populate our oceans, while smaller nations strive to equip themselves with weapons of mass destruction.


There was, however, a seismic shift in manner and location of emergencies that required the attention of ground forces which, in a curious way, were a throwback to earlier times, with echoes of the North-West Frontier, darkest Africa and the bloody uprisings of nationalist armies that fought to free their countries from imperial rule in the 1950s and 1960s. The great difference was that the new areas of conflict could no longer be settled by simply carting shiploads of troops and weaponry to a given situation and then relying on the might of that army to quell the opposing forces, with little regard for the resultant casualties.


The complexities of modern warfare combine the sophistication, and in some cases the simplicity, of new materiel with an underlying theme of terrorist activity so that no modern conflict can be resolved by a battle of wills. First, there emerged a far greater reliance on forward intelligence and the ongoing presence of Special Forces, clandestinely operating in dangerous territory long before the action and on a scale unmatched in any previous generation. There also arose the greater need for what in modern terminology is described as ‘peace support’ operations in the aftermath of war that have seen British forces involved in recent times in a plethora of diverse situations in the stamping grounds of old enmity around the globe.


Troops who fought in between those two extremities of any conflict were also confronted by new challenges, and it soon became apparent that their actions in support of global security frequently meant that units were destined for operations for which they had not originally been designed or trained. The need for greater force protection became of paramount importance. Former principles of sending light infantry units, such as the Commandos, to seize and hold key terrain by static defence, until armoured units or air forces manoeuvred to deliver the main strike, had to be re-examined, given the availability of long-range firepower that was a distant but devastating threat to invading troops. In safeguarding them from the mass slaughter of earlier times, greater intelligence and front-end input from Special Forces had to be developed along with a major rethink in the manner of troop deployment.


The British Naval Service’s response to these requirements was a concept known as the Maritime Contribution to Joint Operations, which sought to enhance and combine the capabilities of the Maritime Forces to support a land campaign. One of the first innovations was the creation of the Amphibious Ready Group, which includes 3 Commando Brigade and which had already established itself as ‘part of the lexicon of British defence diplomacy’. The structure of the Commandos themselves was also put under the microscope, and the result was the ending of the traditional platoon and company organisation, which has been the structure of infantry units since the end of the Second World War. The Commandos sought to increase substantially, in their own words, ‘the operational tempo, getting them to hit harder, faster and more accurately’, which in turn led to the Commandos being reorganised into a very special force that accommodates every aspect of their likely future roles, through logistics, close combat and fire support.


The rethink of operational concepts is to be matched by the introduction of a wide range of new equipment to meet immediate and future requirements planned for the first two decades of the twenty-first century based around their helicopter assault carrier Ocean, which has already proved herself in the 2003 Gulf War. The programme also includes the arrival of a suite of modern ships, aircraft, weapons and vehicles as well as an ongoing modernisation of ISTAR – Intelligence, Surveillance, Target Acquisition and Reconnaissance assets – that is also geared to Commando requirements. Other acquisitions already or soon to be introduced into the Commandos’ inventory include new weapons, such as the long-range rifle, the heavy machine gun and the Light Forces Anti-Tank Guided Weapon (LFATGW), along with new land vehicles and an armoured all-terrain vehicle, the Viking, which will provide greater protection during mobility. Although the whole is geared to a 20-year plan, many of the improvements will be in place by 2010 to provide what the Commandos describe as a ‘comprehensive, modern and highly effective range of capabilities that will take the UK Amphibious Force through to 2020 and beyond’.


But, of course, it is not simply a matter of powering up on equipment. The Royal Marines’ planners are well advanced in their efforts to achieve maximum benefit from the new equipment which, in military-speak, will ‘maximise the effectiveness of the Amphibious Force to deal with Defence Tasks assigned to it, and to evolve National and Nato operational concepts’. Over time, and moving notches of professionalism ever upwards, this will entail a training routine unsurpassed anywhere in the British military.


Ahead, then, lies a fascinating continuation of the Royal Marines’ story, a future which nonetheless is based on the experience and traditions of the past . . .




CHAPTER ONE


The Treasure and the Rock


Captain Nemo was describing the scene: ‘English vessels arrived in the Bay of Vigo on 22 October 1702. Despite his inferior forces, Admiral de Château-Renault [commanding a combined French and Spanish fleet of 23 vessels] fought courageously. But when he saw that [his] convoy’s wealth was about to fall into enemy hands, he burned and scuttled the galleons, which went to the bottom with their immense treasures . . . [well] we’re actually in that Bay of Vigo, and all that’s left is for you to probe the mysteries of the place’ . . . Around the Nautilus for a half-mile radius, the waters seemed saturated with electric light. The sandy bottom was clear and bright. Dressed in diving suits, crewmen were busy clearing away half-rotted barrels and disembowelled trunks in the midst of the dingy hulks of ships. Out of these trunks and kegs spilled ingots of gold and silver, cascades of jewels, pieces of eight. The sand was heaped with them. Then, laden with these valuable spoils, the men returned to the Nautilus, dropped off their burdens inside, and went to resume this inexhaustible fishing for silver and gold.


20,000 Leagues under the Sea (Part Two) by Jules Verne


The only fiction in the above account is Captain Nemo and Nautilus. Great treasures worth millions, part of one of the richest seaborne collections ever known, did go to the bottom in the Bay of Vigo on that very day as the French attempted to carry away their treasures and scuttle their fleet to prevent it falling into enemy hands. But not before hundreds of Marines from the incoming English fleet had swarmed aboard the ships to capture the spoils of battle, although for years there were rumours, perpetuated by Verne’s novel, that some of the treasure still remains buried beneath the sand. It was without doubt one of the most spectacular and profitable events in the early history of the Royal Marines, and Jules Verne made the most of it, thus spreading the tale far and wide and forging an audacious plot in literary history that is indeed a factual reference point, enhanced though it is by the author’s brilliant storytelling.


The Battle of Vigo Bay arose during the War of Spanish Succession when England and her European allies attempted to thwart French attempts to take control of the Spanish monarchy. The resultant power struggle that spread across Europe and the Americas lasted for almost 14 years and, while the attack on the treasure ships provided a spectacularly newsworthy opening, it was followed by an even greater achievement in which the Marines played a heroic and vital role, securing for Britain the greatest prize of all, Gibraltar, the ramifications of which repeatedly became apparent during the ensuing 300 years and is commemorated still on the insignia of the twenty-first-century Royal Marines Commandos.


These two historic events emerged in the early stages of the war when command of the Grand Fleet was handed to Sir George Rooke with orders to sail at once to gain possession of Cadiz, an important Spanish port that had been the scene of numerous clashes in the past, notably the burning of Spanish ships there by Sir Francis Drake. Now, it was the target again. On 10 June 1702 a fleet of 30 English and 20 Dutch ships of the line, with an army of 13,800 Marines and Foot under the Duke of Ormond on board, sailed in force, and by 12 August the ships were anchored outside the harbour of Cadiz.


The next day the governor of Cadiz was invited to surrender. He refused, and on 15 June the Duke of Ormond landed with his Marines and in a short time secured the forts of St Katherine and St Mary. However, progress was slow. The fleet was halted by strong opposition and eventually retreated. As they sailed back across the Gulf of Cadiz and on towards the safety of Portuguese waters, they happened upon some remarkable and diverting intelligence. Captain Hardy, in Pembroke, had gone ahead into Lagos on the southern coast of Portugal to arrange for the fleet to take on water and there learned that a Spanish treasure fleet, one of the richest ever assembled, had sailed from Cuba on 24 July bound for Cadiz. With the Anglo-Dutch fleet already heading in the same direction, a fast ship had been sent to warn the treasure fleet to divert to Vigo, just north of the Spanish border with Portugal. The galleons had arrived at the end of September under guard from a Franco-Spanish fleet of around 30 ships under the overall command of the French Admiral de Château-Renault.


Captain Hardy was later knighted for delivering this intelligence so promptly to Sir George Rooke, who in turn called a council of war, in which it was decided to sail at once for Vigo, to salvage something from the disaster at Cadiz. In fact, the French admiral was already one step ahead of the English. He had fortified the harbour and lined the approaches with guns, which had been rolled ashore from one of the ships. Rooke attacked on 23 October, and the following is an account of the action in the Bay of Vigo, published later in the Naval Chronicle:


The passage into the harbour was extremely narrow – both sides well defended by batteries – a strong boom, composed of a ship’s yards and top-masts, fastened together with three-inch rope, and underneath with hawsers and cables, laid across the entrance, at each end of which was moored, with chains, a 74-gun ship, and within it five ships from 70 to 60 guns, with their broadsides to the sea. The depth of water not admitting the ships of first and second rates, Sir George and the other admirals shifted their flags into smaller ones. Fifteen English ships and ten Dutch ships with all the frigates, bomb-vessels and fire-ships were ordered in readiness to force the passage into the harbour, as soon as the troops landed under the Duke of Ormond [had taken] possession of the batteries. No sooner was the English flag seen flying than the ships advanced, and Vice-Admiral Hopson, in the Torbay, crowding all the sail he could, broke the boom, and the Kent and the rest of the squadron entered the harbour [and battle began, Marines swarming].


Of the galleons, the English took six and the Dutch five, who likewise sunk six. They had on board when they arrived 20 millions of pieces of eight, and merchandise estimated of equal value, the greater part of which had been landed previous to the arrival of our force. Four millions of plate were destroyed, with ten millions of merchandise; about two millions in silver, and five in goods were brought away. [It] was left by Sir George Rooke to bring away what [ships] he could, and to burn the rest. In the course of a week, he put the French men-of-war into the best condition possible, brought off 60 guns from the forts and batteries, took out 50 brass guns from the French ships that had been run on shore and on 24 October set fire to the ships that could not be brought away, and left Vigo to return home. In his passage thence to England, the weather was so boisterous that one of the galleons struck on a rock and foundered . . . and ultimately every ship of the squadron was separated, and though all in a shattered condition, afterwards reached home.


The Battle of Vigo Bay was a complete victory for Rooke in that all the Spanish and French ships were burned, sunk or captured. The French and Spanish lost 2,000 men, while 800 men from the English and Dutch force were killed. Back in England, the jubilant Queen Anne ordered the minting of guinea coins bearing the word ‘Vigo’ to commemorate the battle, and each regiment involved earned £561 prize money.


Two years into the war of succession, the second great drama, and such it was, began as an Anglo-Dutch fleet under the command of Sir George Rooke was returning from a fruitless expedition to Barcelona when the chief commander of the Alliance Army, Prince George of Hesse-Darmstadt, suggested that they might instead begin a new siege of Gibraltar, coupled with a demand for unconditional surrender and an oath of loyalty to the Habsburg pretender to the Spanish throne, Archduke Charles. Rooke agreed, but the Spanish Governor of Gibraltar, by now well used to such attempts on his city, had no intention of opening the gates. He refused this latest ultimatum point-blank, as the city had done on 11 previous occasions when a siege was threatened. Prince George prepared his troops to land on the Rock with 1,900 English and 400 Dutch Marines, and on the night of 3 August the fleet first launched the preliminaries with heavy bombardment. This onslaught and subsequent assault by the land forces was heavier than any previous attack, and the Governor eventually surrendered his city to Prince George, who accepted in the name of the Habsburg pretender.


However, according to the English version of events, Rooke arrived on the scene almost immediately after the Marines had secured their positions and ordered the British flag to be hoisted as he formally announced that he was taking possession of the Rock in the name of Queen Anne, quite ignoring Prince George’s original intent with the raid, which was to receive a declaration of allegiance to the Habsburgs. This version has been hotly challenged through the ages by Spanish historians, who counterclaim that the only time the English flag was raised was when the Marines landed, to indicate their position so that they would not be hit by friendly fire from their own ships.


Rooke’s claim of English sovereignty was the one that was ultimately accepted. The greater challenge, of course, was holding on to Gibraltar, as the Marines soon discovered. Within days of the arrival of the Anglo-Dutch force, large numbers of the town’s residents packed up and left, along with the administrative council. They set up camp near the Chapel of San Roque, and eventually established a new town of that name when it became apparent that the English would not easily give up possession of Gibraltar.


The first major challenge to the Anglo-Dutch forces emerged within a month, when a Spanish-French fleet appeared off Málaga apparently intent on regaining possession. They were met by Rooke’s fleet with the Marines aboard, temporarily having been taken from the defence of Gibraltar. Although the French-Spanish ships were halted and turned, heavy losses were taken on both sides. To safeguard the Rock, Rooke landed 2,000 Marines together with 120 naval gunners, armourers and carpenters and six months’ provisions, then promptly retired to England for the winter. Taking note of this remarkable development, a combined force of Spanish troops and French ships delivered 4,500 troops to Gibraltar to launch the twelfth Siege of Gibraltar, at a time when just the Anglo-Dutch administrative officials and the Marines were the only remaining people inside.


Heavily outnumbered, they were quickly reinforced with a further 400 Marines to ward off repeated attacks, launched in strength against alternative targets around the city. In one attempt, on 11 November, at least 500 French and Spanish grenadiers tried a surprise dawn raid on the Round Tower; according to contemporary reports, Captain Fisher, with just 17 Marines under command, successfully held them off until further Marines arrived to bolster defences in the tower.


The French moved even more troops in their attempts to break the stubborn steadfastness of the Marines, and further assaults came ever closer to penetration as the Marines were gradually reduced to fewer than 1,000 men, thinly spread and now desperately short of supplies. Just in time, supply ships arrived with ammunition and rations and in the following months returned with 2,000 reinforcements. Numerous additional attempts were launched as the siege dragged on into the New Year of 1705.


Even a new commander of the French-Spanish force was not able to bring the siege to a conclusion, and finally they gave up on 31 March 1705. The Naval Chronicle recorded that the Anglo-Dutch garrison had ‘achieved more than could be humanly expected and the English Marines gained immortal glory’. Given the long-term implications, there was no doubt about it. Major-General John Shrimpton was appointed Governor of Gibraltar, where he remained until the arrival of his successor, Roger Elliot, the first British Governor to be appointed by Queen Anne to rule over territory that was now classed as a British colony. At the end of the War of Spanish Succession, Spain formally ceded the territory to Britain in 1713 under the terms of the Treaties of Utrecht, which remains as contentious an issue in Spain today as it was then, and there were to be several attempts to reverse it, notably the Great Siege of Gibraltar of 1779 to 1783.


Perhaps more than any other seaborne activity at the time, the activities of the Marines and soldiers aboard the ships combined to form a vital role in the success of these operations in that they had to storm the defended positions, clambering over the fortified booms and defences and boarding the heavily manned and well-armed ships of the line – operations where sheer manpower was the key, rather like pirates in both deeds and appearance. From the outset they were singled out for such activity, to form a large body of men distributed among the English fleet to provide the muscle when, in the avenue of last resort, brute force was necessary. This also applied in administering security on board ship, quieting unruly pressed seamen and preventing them from deserting. Therein lay a poignant difference in their terms of service.


There was a popular misconception that the Marines were sailors. The fact that they served in ships and eventually came under the auspices of the Admiralty perpetuated that belief into modern times, but it was never the intention nor, in reality, the practice. Their role in naval life was to be ready to line the decks and forecastle to launch a hail of musket fire on to the enemy decks. They formed the line to repel boarders and, conversely, were at the front of boarding parties or in landing craft heading for shore emplacements. Once ashore, they fought in the manner of soldiers, usually in battalions.


For the most part they spent their time below decks, waiting for the action, although it is true that many did become skilled at sail craft, by necessity, when for decades they were used to strengthen ships’ companies left short by the inadequacies of pressing men into service with the navy or by the rampant sickness that was inherent in all navies for centuries. Even so, they would be expected to do more menial tasks aboard, such as heaving around the capstan and keeping the ship clean. But although the lines of demarcation were blurred somewhat at various stages of their history, the Marines were always first and foremost soldiers, and designated as such in the original order for their formation on 28 October 1664.


On that day, King Charles II signed a warrant for the raising of a force of 1,200 soldiers who were to be prepared for ‘sea service’ and distributed among His Majesty’s ships for soldiering activities in battles both at sea and on land. They were initially to form six companies of a single regiment, under one full colonel and one lieutenant-colonel, each company consisting of 200 soldiers, one captain, one lieutenant, one ensign, one drummer, four sergeants and four corporals. The earliest mention of them as Marines appeared in a 1667 report of a creditable involvement against the Dutch. Even so, for years hence they were regarded as the poor man’s army, thoroughly dispensable in times of peace.


The true definition as to their precise role at that time also became somewhat indistinct, at least in public perception, in that the regiment was initially known as the Duke of York’s Maritime Regiment of Foot. It became more commonly known as the Lord Admiral’s Regiment because at the time James, Duke of York, was also the Lord High Admiral of the Fleet, although the regiment actually remained under the control of the army. The regiment’s direct connections to high office further muddied the pond when the Duke of York succeeded to the throne as James II of England (James VII of Scotland) in 1685. Command of his Maritime Regiment passed to his son-in-law George, Prince of Denmark, whereon it then became known as the Prince’s Regiment, albeit a short-lived acquisition.


The reign of the first Catholic monarch since Mary Tudor was welcomed with sedition and rebellion and within three years James II was forced to abdicate. The English Parliament handed the Crown to James’s son-in-law, William of Orange, thus ensuring the end of the Stuart dynasty and the eventual arrival of the Hanoverian Georges and the present line of succession. The Prince’s Regiment, still commanded by George of Denmark, remained loyal to James and was forced to disband within a year of this massive regal upheaval.


The irony of these events came to a head two years later when the sea-soldier concept was revived with two new regiments and they saw their first action in battles to thwart James’s attempts – backed by the French, with Irish assistance – to regain the British Crown. The first of these naval encounters came with what became known as the Battle of Beachy Head on 30 June 1690 off the Sussex coast in what was the first War of the Grand Alliance, otherwise known as the Nine Years War. England, in league with the Dutch, sent out a 46-strong fleet under the Earl of Torrington against a far superior French force. The French had massed 70 ships and five frigates in ten-kilometre lines, too strong for the Dutch front line of 32 ships, backed up by a mere 12 from England covering the rear. The French weighed heavily against the lesser opposition, and the Anglo-Dutch force was roundly beaten. They failed to pursue their advantage by dealing an immediate knockout blow to the Anglo-Dutch fleet, but their victory clearly provided some belief in the possibility of destroying the allied fleet and landing an invading army to lead the way for James to regain the thrones of England and Scotland. Two years later, in May 1692, they tried again in the great naval battles of Barfleur and La Hogue in which Marines were again prominent. Spurred by their earlier victory, the French prepared a relatively modest fleet of 44 ships of the line fielding 3,132 guns to transport their army of Franco-Irish troops.


The fleet set off from Bertheaume Bay with their admirals in high spirits until they were met by the 7,154 guns of the Anglo-Dutch fleet – 99 ships in all – under the overall command of Admiral Edward Russell. Although heavily outnumbered, the French forged ahead and lodged early successes in attacking the Dutch line, forcing them to stand off, with two ships sunk and 5,000 men killed. Then the British fleet weighed in and the French were pushed back until they pulled out of battle and sought refuge in La Hogue. It was left to the Marines to finish the job. They sallied forth in 200 boats to attack and burn the ships at anchor.


During two days of fierce action, the Marines caused such mayhem that the French naval commanders summoned sword-wielding cavalry to assist by riding out into the sea in an attempt to ward off the incoming Marines. Dozens of the riders were, however, simply pulled off their horses by sailors and Marines armed with boathooks. In a further encounter six months later, the prize was even greater, and again the Marines were in the midst of the action when an Anglo-Dutch fleet, under Sir George Rooke in Royal Oak, defeated a French fleet off Lagos, Portugal, destroying or capturing 92 vessels.


These early adventures of the Marines, covering the first 30 years of their existence, were briefly interrupted by peace at the end of the Nine Years War. But they were back in action in the War of Spanish Succession following the death of Carlos II of Spain in 1701. France and Austria both laid claim to the throne, and England formed an alliance with the Dutch and the Austrians that led to the onset of wars on the European continent for decades. Although tens of thousands of troops had been released from duty at the end of the Nine Years War, the British Parliament authorised a rapid about-turn by ordering the formation of 18 new regiments, including six for the Marines.


Their first action was the attempt to secure Cadiz, which led subsequently to the Battle of Vigo Bay and the taking of Gibraltar, as described above. The Marines who achieved this feat were welcomed home as heroes, but acclaim for their work was not long in passing, given that the Utrecht peace treaty brought relative calm to Europe for some years hence. The heroes were cast out during the years of neglect of the armed forces that followed, most of them left penniless by an inconsiderate employer. Even during their sterling work in Gibraltar, the Marines went for long periods without pay, surviving on dire rations in unhealthy places.


When peace was established, cuts across the board meant the demise of all but two of the Marine regiments, which transferred into line regiments, and that remained the case for the next 25 years, when new regiments were formed specifically for a curious and long-running dispute with Spain in what was dubbed by the newspapers and politicians as the ‘War of Jenkins’ Ear’. It was the result of an incident in the 1730s when a Spanish ship patrolling the coast of Cuba boarded that of English privateer Captain Robert Jenkins, on his way to London. They tortured Jenkins and eventually a Spanish admiral sliced off his ear with his cutlass for impertinence and told him to take it to King George as a token of what they had in mind for the king. The ear was retained and pickled, although some time passed before Jenkins finally presented it to Parliament, apparently persuaded to do so by some troublemaking privateers who were getting a rough deal in the West Indies. Tension was already running high over territorial disputes with Spain in the region and in the colonies. Political and public opinion was so inflamed when Jenkins arrived in 1736 carrying his pickled ear that Walpole’s government somewhat reluctantly declared war on Spain.


In the early months of 1740, the six new Marine regiments were rushed into service, ill-trained and with no battle experience. The gathering of so many men in the face of such competition from the army was no easy task and, in desperation, rules of age, height and general demeanour for potential recruits were relaxed. Volunteers might even be bribed into signing on with a bounty of four or five pounds. Many had the idea they would desert as soon as they were able; most did not live to try. Consequently, the quality of fighting men varied enormously. Many among them were green and scared teenagers or old men, bandy-legged, one-eyed or suffering from some other physical deficiency. The many gaps in the new Marine regiments were filled largely from other line regiments specifically for the purpose of launching a major attack on the Spanish Main. Life for the Marines, and indeed the sailors, became an appalling catalogue of disease and disaster. Regiments began to assemble on the Isle of Wight in April, and all was bustle and activity. John Fortescue, in his History of the British Army, wrote:


There was not a little difficulty with these troops, for the new regiments of Marines were remarkable neither for drill nor discipline but by the energy of Brigadier-General [Thomas] Wentworth (commanding the land forces) they were licked into shape with creditable rapidity. Lord Cathcart, who had been selected for the chief command, was indefatigably vigilant, and indeed he had good cause, for the ignorance and stupidity of the authorities with whom he had to deal was almost incredible. Thus, for instance, the War Office, having depleted regiments of the Line to make up the new Corps of Marines, did not hesitate to order one of the regiments so depleted upon active service and that Cathcart, bound as he knew to a deadly climate in the heart of the tropics, found that part of the force allotted to him consisted of boys who had not strength to handle their arms.


There were many delays in the departure of the force from Spithead because of the shortage of manpower and the sheer physical effort of assembling what was to become the largest British naval task force ever mounted prior to the First World War, with 170 ships, led by 27 ships of the line, along with a trailing fleet that included frigates, hospital ships, cargo carriers, store ships, fire ships, bomb ketches and others carrying an incredible collection of ‘warlike implements’ – not to mention 15,000 seamen and 12,000 soldiers who included the six regiments of Marines. Another four regiments of Marines were to be raised in the American colonies, and known as Gooch’s Marines, to join the main force at the first point of battle, planned for Cartagena, the headland to the Spanish holdings in South America, which is today in Colombia. It was a place heavily defended by fever-carrying mosquitoes. But men were already dying before they set off, as Fortescue recalled:


[There were] vexatious delays, due partly to foul winds, partly to official blundering. Three times the ships got under way, the men cheering loudly at the prospect of sailing at last, and three times the wind failed them or turned foul. Cathcart grew more and more anxious. The favourable season was slipping away fast. The men had been cooped up in the transports for six weeks and had consumed most of the victuals intended for the voyage. Scorbutic sickness was seriously prevalent, and there had already been 60 deaths. ‘Surely,’ wrote the General, ‘some fresh meat might be given to the troops,’ but the authorities had given no thought to such matters. August passed away and September came, bringing with it the news that a Spanish fleet had put to sea, and that a French fleet also was about to sail from Brest. Such a contingency might have been foreseen, but it was not; so there was further delay while the British fleet was reinforced. Then, when the ships were ready, men could not be found to man them. Two old regiments of the line were turned over to the fleet to make up its complement but these were insufficient, and Cathcart was ordered to send 600 of his Marines also to the men-of-war. He obeyed, not without warning the Government that an infectious fever, which had already proved terribly fatal, was raging in the fleet; but his warning possibly in the pressure of business could not be heeded. So the days dragged on; the transports waited, and more men died . . .


The journey to the battle zone was bad enough, with the task force leaving England on 26 October 1740 for a rendezvous off Jamaica in early January before moving onwards to attack Cartagena. But the crossing was horrendous and a further 600 men died en route, largely from scurvy and dysentery, including the military commander-in-chief, Lord Cathcart. The toll rose dramatically as they moved out of the West Indies as the force began to be struck down by yellow fever. The 3,300 men travelling from the American colonies were equally badly hit, even as they moved through the southern reaches of Florida.


The Spanish, meantime, had been forewarned of this massive English force heading towards them and simply sank all their ships to form a defensive barrage in the mouth of the inner harbour to Cartagena, knowing full well that with further delays the English fleet would eventually be stalled by the April rains and the malarial atmosphere of the Cartagena swamps. Fortescue reported:


The fleet, however, quickly disposed of all these obstacles. A few broadsides cleared the beach for the disembarkation, and on 16 April Wentworth landed. He had begged hard for 5,000 men but had been answered curtly, though not unjustly, by the naval commanders that, while they were ready to land them if required, they thought 1,500 men quite sufficient, since time above all things was precious. So with 1,500 men Wentworth proceeded to the further task before him. There was now but one outwork between him and Cartagena, a fort standing on an eminence about 70 feet above the plain, and called Fort St Lazar. The approach to it from the head of the harbour lay through a narrow defile, at the mouth of which the Spaniards offered some light resistance. They soon gave way on the advance of the British, but poor Wentworth, always a general by the book, with his head full of ambuscades and other traps for the unwary, halted his men instead of pushing on boldly, or he would almost certainly have carried Fort St Lazar then and there. He advanced no further than to within a league of St Lazar, encamped, and pressed the admirals to send him the remainder of his men.


Admiral Vernon agreed to the request, but not without protest. ‘I sent the men,’ he wrote to Wentworth, ‘but I still think such a number unnecessary. No time should be lost in cutting off the communication between the town and the surrounding country. We hope that you will be master of St Lazar to-morrow.’ The advice was sound, but Wentworth failed to act on it for three days, and by then his men were falling fast from sickness. On the morning of 20 April the columns of attack were finally formed, first with an advance party of 50 men backed by 450 soldiers under Colonel Wynyard, then the two old regiments, the 15th and 24th, jointly 1,000 strong. A mixed company of the 34th and 36th Regiments came behind, followed by the American Marines with scaling ladders and 500 English Marines. The plan was to assault the north and south sides of St Lazar simultaneously, and at four o’clock the march towards the objectives began. They advanced slowly, firing steadily as flashes of cannon and musketry blazed over the parapet. Raked through by grapeshot and round shot, the soldiers stood without flinching for a moment, and loaded and fired as they had been taught, while the grenadiers lit the fuses coolly and hurled their hand grenades into the belt of flame before them only to discover that the grenades were faulty and only one in three of them burst. Wynyard ordered his column to continue firing, even though his men were being ‘mown down like grass’.


The losses in the assault were heavy. Of the 1,500 English engaged, 43 officers and over 600 men were killed. Colonel Grant was picked up alive, but desperately wounded. ‘The General ought to hang the guides and the king ought to hang the general,’ he gasped out, and a few hours later he was dead. Wentworth, striving hard to put a good face on the disaster, ordered a battery to be erected against Fort St Lazar on that same evening, but by this time yellow fever gripped the force and by the following morning they were digging graves, not building batteries. In just four days the troops had dwindled from 6,600 to 3,200 combatants through fighting and sickness, until finally the fleet admirals grudgingly consented to blow up the defences of Boca Chica to enable an assault, and then for ten days the transports lay idle in the harbour of Cartagena with the troops crammed aboard. Men were kept between decks in the crowded vessels. It was a horrific scene, described by Fortescue:


They wallowed in filth; myriads of maggots were hatched in the putrefaction of their sores, which had no other dressing than that of being washed by themselves in their own allowance of brandy. Nothing was heard but groans and lamentations and the language of despair invoking death to deliver them from their miseries. So these poor fellows lay in this sickly, stifling atmosphere, with the raging thirst of fever on them, while the tropical sun burned fiercely overhead or the tropical rain poured down in a dense, grey stream, filling the air with that close clammy heat that even by a healthy man is grievous to be borne. So while the commanders quarrelled the soldiers perished. Officers died as fast as the men, all discipline on the transports came to an end, and the men gave themselves up to abandoned listlessness . . . Day after day the sailors rowed ashore to bury their boat-loads of corpses, for there was always order and discipline in the ships of war, but the raw soldiers simply dragged their dead comrades up on deck and dropped them overboard, without so much as a shroud to their bodies or a shot to their heels. Vernon railed furiously at this nastiness, as he called it, not reflecting that men untrained to the sea might know no better. So after a few hours the bodies that had sunk beneath the water came up again to the surface and floated, hideous and ghastly beyond description, about the transports, while schools of sharks jostled each other in the scramble to tear them limb from limb, and foul birds with ugly, ragged wings flapped heavily above them croaking for their share. Thus the air was still further poisoned, sickness increased, and the harbour became as a charnel-house. At length, on 5 May, it was resolved to return to Jamaica and two days later the fleet sailed away from the horrors of Cartagena. By that time the men nominally fit for service were reduced to seventeen hundred, of whom not above a thousand were in condition to be landed against an enemy.


It is widely acknowledged that of the original force only one in ten survived the expedition – a figure that fitted exactly the state of the 1st Regiment of Marines, which had left under the command of Colonel James Wolfe with 1,000 men and returned with just 96 of the original troops. The remaining regiments were combined and, back in Britain, briefly saw service in the Duke of Cumberland’s army that put down the Jacobite Rebellion in 1745 at Culloden. But by then the Marines’ days were already numbered – at least in the form that they had been managed for the past 80 years. In fact, it marked the end of an era.




CHAPTER TWO


Goodbye America, Hello Australia


The system of building regiments for wartime duty and then closing down come the peace was no way to run an army, but the system blighted the Marines for years. Certainly in the early days there was no continuation, no establishment and no loyalty or the passing on of spirit or tradition. Second-rate officers who could not afford to buy themselves a commission in the army were the norm. Mutinies among seamen were common over pay and disputed regimental accounts, which were the responsibility of the senior officers themselves. Many were found to have grave irregularities after service overseas, when a man’s service might have to be traced through several ships’ books before he could be paid. Many never received their money at all, even after several years’ service. It was a wholly unsatisfactory situation, which was ongoing when the War of Austrian Succession ended in 1748, when all ten regiments of Marines, built up in the previous three years, were disbanded.


But all that was about to change, and in fact that would be the last time in their history that the Marines were paid off after conflict. After a long review of procedures, management and quality of recruits, they were to be re-established and reorganised, measures forced through by the new First Lord of the Admiralty, George Anson, who was appointed in 1751. He had long voiced his distrust and opposition to the existing system whereby officers ‘owned’ their command and the administration of it. When the Marines were re-formed on 3 April 1755, they did so under the auspices of the Admiralty with a new corps arrangement from which the present organisation of Royal Marines eventually emerged.


The Royal Navy took complete control of everything from uniforms to pay. This replaced the wholly unsatisfactory and corrupt system whereby senior officers and their agents took profit from the supply of clothing, and more important eliminated the possibility of men not receiving their monetary dues. In time, this new approach went far deeper, and Anson has long been credited with the fatherhood of modern Marines by establishing them on a firm footing, so that skills, traditions and history went hand in hand to provide an everlasting organisation in which pride of service became as important as the wages earned.


For too long, great ships had relied on a motley collection of seamen often drawn from the dregs of society, collected from jails or press-ganged into service and who were subsequently whipped and cajoled into handling cannon, rope and sail. The Marines were an integral part of that system in that apart from their role as fighting men they were also responsible for security aboard. As recruits to the navy were largely impressed men, no leave was granted to prevent ‘running’, and for much of their time on board Marines were used to keep order in dire conditions, although their own situation on the crowded below decks was no different. Only the upper deck enjoyed fresh air. The lower decks were all enclosed, and daylight and ventilation were by hatches and gun ports that could be opened only in fine weather. The ship’s company was housed mainly on the gun decks, while midshipmen and other lesser crew members were on the lowest deck, which was below sea-level and had no ports. Extracts from the Handbook for Royal Navy Medical Officers, assessing causes of disease and death among sailors, provide a disturbing insight into conditions.


There was severe overcrowding between decks, and a space of only 36 centimetres was allowed between beds and hammocks. Rats were a constant nightmare. Punishments were appalling. The diet consisted chiefly of salt-beef or pork, oatmeal, biscuits, beer and occasionally cheese. There were no fresh provisions except on rare occasions, and after a short while much of the food became rancid, with the badness disguised by salt, and biscuits were alive with weevils. Water taken on board in casks rapidly became foul. Pay was negligible, and a levy of sixpence a month was demanded to the ‘Chatham Chest’ for the treatment of the sick and wounded. The experiences of Tobias Smollett, who served as surgeon’s mate on HMS Cumberland in 1739, are recounted in the handbook, witnessed from his own accommodation on the lower deck among the holds for stores, rotting food and vegetable matter and bilges where foul stagnating water accumulated. Open braziers used in an attempt to dry the decks added fumes to the already poisoned atmosphere. The handbook quotes this description of life at sea in bad weather:


During such furious storms the spray of the sea raised by the violence of the wind is dispersed over the whole ship; so that people breathe, as it were, in water for many weeks together. The tumultuous waves incessantly breaking upon the decks, and wetting those who are upon duty as if they had been drenched in the sea, are also continually sending down great quantities of water below; which makes it the most uncomfortable wet lodging imaginable; and from the labouring of the ship, it generally leaks down in many places, directly upon their beds. There being no fire or sun to dry or exhale the moisture, and the hatches necessarily kept shut, this most stagnating confined air below becomes most offensive and intolerable. When such weather continues long, attended with sleet and rain, as it generally is, we may easily figure to ourselves the condition of the poor men; who are obliged to sleep in wet clothes and damp beds, the deck swimming with water below them; and there to remain only four hours at a time; till they are again called up to fresh fatigue, and hard labour, and again exposed to the washing of the sea and rains.


The overcrowding was often exacerbated by the need to carry extra fighting men in addition to the normal number of Marines carried aboard most ships and, even more, by the practice of taking extra numbers on board for longer journeys to allow for ‘inevitable wastage’ from sickness and death. A ship carrying 100 guns or more and varying from 2,000 to 6,000 tons might have a crew of nearly 1,000 men, while a 60- to 80-gun ship would have 750 men on board at the outset, of whom a quarter might fall victim to disease alone, not counting other causes of death at sea. Diseases of all kinds were rampant, many brought on board by men pressed into service or collected from prisons. Scurvy was the scourge of sailors right up to the end of the eighteenth century, and the cause and transmission of some diseases remained unresolved until early in the twentieth century.


Anson, as First Lord of the Admiralty from 1751 to 1762, attempted to tackle many of these problems. When he finally brought organisation to the Marines, he encouraged investigations into scurvy which caused huge losses among the men along with other common killer diseases, including malaria, dysentery and typhus, or jail fever, the last carried by the many men brought from prisons, lousy and in rags. Because no uniforms or clothing were issued by the navy and without any facilities for bodily cleanliness, disease spread rapidly. Many commanders were anxious to improve conditions so as to sail a relatively happy ship and build a crew that eventually moulded together, bound by loyalty to each other and a peculiar camaraderie, because at the end of the day the greatest loss of life came from the great battles at sea, broadside to broadside, when nerves and willpower were stretched to breaking point.


Anson’s ideals for the Marines in particular would take years to come to fruition, and training remained a ‘pick-it-up-as-you-go’ arrangement for decades ahead. However, the navy’s commitment to building up the Marines was apparent from the figures: from a starting point of 5,000 in 1755, the numbers had increased to more than 20,000 within eight years. The attractions for a career in the Marines were also improving, and a good deal was made of the potential for a decent income, especially in the way of prize money, although the Marines’ share compared with the navy’s was still abysmal. Naval officers could still make a fortune from capturing enemy ships.


However, in the long term these benefits were to cease, and there is little doubt that the 1755 edict for the formation of a new and permanent Marines establishment was serious, even to the point of forming three divisions based at Chatham, Portsmouth and Plymouth which were to remain intact for the next two centuries, providing a shore base, depots, stores and manpower for the fleet on demand, with detachments of between 20 and 100 men available for duty whenever and wherever they were required.


There now was a central point to which the Marines themselves could become attached, form bonds with their surroundings and with each other. It was, for the first time, a real step towards forging the loyalties and traditions that were already the lifeblood of many army regiments but which had been largely frittered away among Marines in the past by the constant pattern of neglect, corruption and disbandment by the hierarchy. Such bonding of the men could only be advantageous as the new structure more or less assured their presence at the start of major conflicts of the future, a fact that can be now viewed from their history.


The latest conflict would involve the Marines in virtually every zone of conflict. The Seven Years War (1756–63) – known in America as the French and Indian War – was the first war with worldwide implications, eventually drawing in most of the leading players in the international power game. English ships and transports carrying detachments of Marines of varying strength would be bound for destinations around the European coastlines, as well as India, Canada, North America, South America and the West Indies. The widespread action saw far-flung historic battles and successes, including Clive’s victory at Plessey, India (1757), Wolfe’s capture of Quebec, Canada (1759) and Hawkes’s naval victory at Quiberon Bay (1759), the last still regarded as one of the finest victories in the annals of the Royal Navy.


Tensions had been building between Britain and France for two years before the outbreak of the new war, particularly in relation to both their dealings with the colonies and their alliances in Europe. Hostilities in this round of conflict between the two nations first broke out in North America, and what became the Atlantic shuttle of troops began in earnest and was to continue for years hence. The French had been ambitiously increasing their colonising strengths, and the antagonism between the two nations in Europe was merely replicated in the jostling for position in the New World. Major territory deep in Canada and North America had fallen under French control during their massive fort-building enterprises, and in several areas the British began losing ground and their own fortified settlements.


In June 1756 a new British initiative was launched, urged on by William Pitt the Elder, who predicted that victory in North America was the supreme task in the worldwide struggle. But the British performance in the region thus far had been abysmal, largely because of the ineptitude and sheer lack of talent or courage of some of the senior officers in charge. In the summer of that year, Marines were part of a major military task force that sailed for New York to prepare for a confrontation with the French army, led by the famous Marquis de Montcalm. Many key British forts and much territory had already fallen before the British force commander, the Earl of Loudon, arrived to begin his task of regaining lost ground. Unfortunately, he proved to be a remarkably inept soldier, who seemed in no hurry to achieve his given objectives.


The troops were landed at Albany and were put to work immediately constructing a parade ground on a tract of rugged land and for the next month undergoing training. Fortunately, the incompetent earl’s antics finally came to the notice of the high command in London and he was sacked, to be replaced by the ageing and corpulent General Sir Robert Abercrombie to whom a level of unwarranted responsibility was being handed somewhat late in life, and too late. The British had now amassed 30,000 troops, 16 ships of the line and numerous frigates and transports. Abercrombie planned an attack on the key French fort of Ticonderoga, which lay at the southern end of Lake Champlain, part of the long inland waterway that was the main route for a British land invasion of French Canada. In June 1758 a force of British regular and American provincial troops – 15,000 men in all – was assembled at the head of Lake George. The northern tip of Lake George was joined to the southern end of Lake Champlain by a five-mile strip of river, marked by rapids and morass. The French fort stood at the point where the river entered Lake Champlain. Montcalm’s regular French battalions were positioned at various points along the river, but he planned a final hurdle to the British advance should it get that far. Montcalm ordered the building of a near-impenetrable mass of felled trees, branches and thorn in front of the fort. After an initial hesitation, Abercrombie decided to launch his attack, having first sent his engineer to reconnoitre the French position. He came back to report that the felled trees could be stormed by infantry assault. In fact, these defences proved to be insurmountable and the British withdrew, nursing heavy casualties.


It would be a further year before they could launch another attack, and a force was already being raised to perform the task, headed by the brilliant 32-year-old General James Wolfe. In 1759 he took command of the largest British naval force ever to cross the Atlantic, including a strong representation of Marines. The flotilla from England demonstrated to the French that this time they meant business. The formidable force comprised 49 men-of-war, almost a quarter of the Royal Navy’s available ships, along with 200 transports and provision vessels. The attack was to be launched along the St Lawrence River towards Quebec.


Wolfe’s great problem lay in getting his men across the river in sufficient strength to attack his enemy, safely hidden behind the natural fortress of steep cliffs stretching along the approaches to both sides of the city. General Montcalm believed his position to be impregnable to such an attack and had based his entire strategy on stalling the British until the winter, when enemy ships would have to pull out or be frozen solid. Wolfe, on the other hand, had to attempt to force the Canadians and their North American Indian allies to come out and fight.


On 13 September 1759 the general himself sailed in the lead with the Marines in flat-bottomed boats carrying his attacking force, utilising a specially selected troop of 24 men whose task was to kill or capture the sentries at the top of the path winding up the cliff face. The battle for Canada was finally under way, and by daylight almost 4,500 British and American troops had reached the clifftop to form up in open fields of the Plains of Abraham. Elements from five regiments took position in lines across the plains, with Wolfe himself leading from the front, on the right of the line. Montcalm was alerted too late.


The French commander saw before him the incredible sight of the infantrymen who had been secreted into position before dawn without a shot being fired, and there they stood, waiting for a fight. On the opposing side, Montcalm appeared on horseback ahead of his 5,000 troops, urging them to fight for all they were worth, then raised his sword to signal the advance. Montcalm’s soldiers moved ahead in a formation three rows deep and held their fire until they were within a hundred yards of the British lines. Wolfe’s troops stood their ground, refusing to fire yet, their only movement coming when soldiers ran to fill up the line when a comrade was felled. At 75 yards, the first rank of Wolfe’s lines dropped to one knee and both ranks held their fire until the Canadians were 40 yards off, when Wolfe gave the order to fire. The scene was now a classic and intense killing contest, amid the screams and blood and gore of battle, as it reached close-quarters range, the last volley being fired by both lines at just a dozen yards before the bayonet charge. The French commander was hit twice but remained mounted on his horse. He rode back for treatment, but he died the following morning. His opponent, General Wolfe, also in the thick of the battle, was wounded as well; two grenadiers carried him from the field. He, too, died from his wounds, and his body was returned to England for a hero’s funeral. Quebec had fallen, but the British had a long, harsh winter ahead before Canada was indisputably in their hands and the British flag waved over almost the whole of eastern North America.


During the fighting in Canada, India and the West Indies, however, France was under severe pressure in Europe. Apparently to resolve all these problems in one major diversionary effort, the French planned to land an army of 20,000 men in Scotland to be covered by a fleet of 21 ships of the line under Admiral Comte de Conflans. Sir Edward Hawke, with 23 ships, caught up with him off France’s Biscay coast near St-Nazaire in November 1759. There, the French fleet was joined by a squadron from the West Indies. Hawke encountered them at dawn on 20 November heading towards the hazardous waters of Quiberon Bay. The British admiral followed them in, relying on the route picked out by the French themselves.


At two in the afternoon the vanguard of the British fleet was close enough to attack the rear of the French, and within the hour Marines clambered aboard the French ship Formidable and another three ships were disabled. The British lost two ships of their own, but the rout of the French was already well in hand, and only eight escaped to Rochefort. The battle, acclaimed as the most important victory of the war, had repercussions throughout the French colonial empire, which she was no longer able to defend, thus ending a year of victories immortalised in the song ‘Hearts of Oak’ composed to commemorate the Battle of Quiberon Bay.


Recognition was also won by the Marines in another famous battle in the same area three years later. Two battalions of Marines, under the command of Lieutenant-Colonel John McKenzie, served with great distinction at the siege of Belle Island in Quiberon Bay. With the 19th Regiment, these two units achieved their first successful seaborne landing in the face of stiff opposition. They took part in all subsequent fighting on the island. The Marine battalions gained great fame at the final storming of the redoubts in June. Of their conduct on this occasion the Annual Register for 1761 said: ‘No action of greater spirit and gallantry has been performed during the whole war.’ The laurel wreath borne on the colours and appointments of the Royal Marines is believed to have been chosen in honour of the achievement of the corps during this operation.


Next came the tidying up of unfinished business elsewhere in the colonies of France and Spain. With Canada secure, a considerable force was dispatched to the West Indies, totalling 17 regiments into transports and eight ships of the line under the command of Admiral Rodney to put some weight into the planned attack to break down a strongly held French position, not easily given up and which required bombardment and heavy fighting to achieve. Spain had supported France in the Seven Years War and continued to do so as the British sought to drive France out of the majority of her North American interests ahead of negotiations that would lead to the 1763 Treaty of Paris, under which the three nations would cede some of their territory to bring an era of supposed peace between them. Spain had control of Cuba, as well as parts of Florida and other linked interests to which the Caribbean was a tributary.


Havana, a hugely attractive city, was surrounded by a military presence that the Spanish believed to be impregnable. To continue the theme of Caribbean influence, the British mounted an attack through an expedition led by the Earl of Albemarle, who had under command a substantial fleet: 19 ships of the line, 18 frigates, 110 transports and an army of 11,000. Once again, the toll of the heat and disease on troops in the Caribbean was a heavy one during the four months of military actions: 694 died from illness, whereas 342 were killed in action. For those who survived, there was the reward of a share in the rich prize money, said to be worth more than £3 million.


George III’s accession in 1760 brought changes in foreign policy, and in March 1762 secret peace negotiations were opened. When the final Treaty of Paris was signed in February 1763, Britain had acquired Quebec, Florida, Minorca and large additional parts of India, the West Indies and the Americas. For the first time, Britain was truly a world power, and where ships travelled, so went the Marines. For the British, however, spoils of war did not match the huge cost of achieving the victory – and in turn actually contributed the next war: that of American Independence.


The British government tried to relieve the burden of the national debt, running at £133 million, by increasing taxes and duties in America, which in turn brought about the Boston Tea Party a decade later. In the meantime, a swingeing round of cuts in military spending once again saw the Marines reduced in numbers, although this time – and for the first time at the end of any previous war – the corps was not closed down. They were maintained at just under 5,000 men at a time when the overall strength of the navy was at 16,000, the lowest for many years.
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