





Tars


 


 


Tim Clayton


 


 


[image: TitlePg_2Line_logo]


 


 


www.hodder.co.uk










Copyright © 2007 by Tim Clayton


 


First published in Great Britain in 2007 by Hodder & Stoughton


A division of Hodder Headline


 


The right of Tim Clayton to be identified as the Author


of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with


the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


A Hodder & Stoughton book


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored


in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without


the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in


any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and


without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Epub ISBN 9781848948396


Book ISBN 9780340898031


 


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


A division of Hodder Headline


338 Euston Road


London NW1 3BH


 


www.hodder.co.uk










 


 


 


Contents


Author’s Note


Chapter 1 A Question of Honour


Chapter 2 The Music of Great-Guns


Chapter 3 Dead Men’s Clothes


Chapter 4 The New Captain


Chapter 5 The Flying Monmouth


Chapter 6 Transported as Slaves


Chapter 7 The Black Rocks


Chapter 8 A Very Honourable Employment


Chapter 9 All ye Hardships that the Briney Waves Is Addict’d to


Chapter 10 Half-mad Jack Addles from the Sea


Chapter 11 Monmouths and Dragons


Chapter 12 The Island Fortress


Chapter 13 The Remote Regions of the Earth


Chapter 14 The Commodore


Chapter 15 The Old Bahama Channel


Chapter 16 The Twelfth Article of War


Chapter 17 The Exhaling Surface of the Earth


Chapter 18 The Key to the Riches of Mexico


Epilogue


Dramatis Personae: Ships’ Companies


Glossary


Acknowledgements


Notes on Sources


Bibliography










 


Author’s Note


The Seven Years War (1756–63) was the war from which Britain emerged as the world’s major power – its first global power. In fighting it, Britain’s most powerful weapon was the Royal Navy. This is the story of the overlapping crews of two ships in that war, Monmouth and Dragon – a story that illustrates ‘that remarkable superiority British seamen have over others, on all important occasions’ and reveals some of the reasons why those British tars were so very proficient.


     The incomprehensible language spoken by seamen was a commonplace of Georgian humour. It remains extremely difficult to avoid naval solecisms while trying to describe sea-fights and voyages in a way that can be understood by those who are not familiar with sea-terms and maritime jargon. I hope that genuine seamen will be charitable with this land-lubber’s effort to describe life at sea to other landsmen. For those who fall foul of unfamiliar terminology, the glossary and the dramatis personae or list of ship’s companies should provide some bearings.


     Manuscripts have been transcribed exactly, as far as possible, without the use of sic, except that superscript has been regularised and all ship names italicised. Documents transcribed from printed collections, however, have sometimes already been modernised by their editors.


     Where commonly understood British versions of foreign place names exist I have used them. So Belle-Île is Belle Isle, Livorno is Leghorn, Ouessant is Ushant.


     At this date the pound sterling comprised twenty shillings of twelve pence. A guinea was one pound and one shilling.


        Tim Clayton, April 2007
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A Question of Honour


What they remembered most clearly about Captain Gardiner that day was his grim determination. From the instant he saw the signal for a general chase displayed by the flagship in the grey first light, Gardiner was intent on pursuit. He had the fastest ship in the Royal Navy. At his command topmen raced up the shrouds and edged along the lowered yard seventy feet above the deck, with their feet on the rope beneath. Untying the reefknots in the lines that held the sail to the yard, they shook two reefs out of the topsails. On deck they hauled the yards back up while the topmen saw them clear of any snags. With this spread of canvas the Monmouth surged forward on the light northerly breeze. The next order rapped out, ‘Up topgallant yards’, and expectant hands responded instantly. Gardiner knew how speedily his men could do these routine tasks. His attention was fixed on the two fleeing ships ahead of him.


     It was the last, cold, misty dawn of February 1758. Off Cartagena in south-eastern Spain the fourteen vessels of Admiral Henry Osborn’s Mediterranean squadron strung out according to their relative speed. Monmouth soon drew clear. Lieutenant James Baron recorded in his log that ‘we gave chace steering for the headmost as we now plainly perceiv’d em to be french men of war’.


     Britain had been at war with France since 1756. Tension in America had caused the struggle, and it was there that Britain aimed to resolve it with a powerful attack on the French stronghold of Louisbourg. Since early December 1757 a French squadron had been lying at Cartagena awaiting a reinforcement of four ships from Toulon, before breaking through the Strait of Gibraltar to reinforce New France, now Canada, the French province in America. Britain aimed to conquer New France and to achieve this it was imperative to stop French reinforcements getting there. With this heavy responsibility weighing on his mind, Admiral Osborn had been guarding the Strait, fearful of missing the enemy in more open water. But two days ago, with a strong westerly wind behind him and a report that the French were at sea, he had risked sailing in search of them. The wind had turned northerly, but, finding the French were not in Almeria Bay where he had expected them to be, Osborn stood on and rounded Cabo de Gata, where the coast of Spain turns north and the Mediterranean opens out.


     The British squadron reached a position west of the cape and south of Cartagena under cover of darkness. The wind dropped away. Before dawn they discovered the unfamiliar sails. Once the light was clear it was not long before those eager British officers who owned telescopes made out four French men-of-war – unmistakable, despite the cross of the Knights of Malta flown by one of them as a disguise – and quite possibly the anticipated reinforcement from Toulon. The French ships had been trying to get in to Cartagena but had been driven south and scattered by the strong northerly of the previous day.


     If this was the squadron from Toulon, Gardiner reasoned, then Monmouth’s ‘chase’ was the famous Foudroyant. She was now the flagship of Ange Duquesne, whose expansive policies while he was Governor of New France had sparked off this conflict which would come to be known as the Seven Years War. She was 185 feet long, twelve feet longer than the largest British battleship, and at fifty feet almost as wide. The captain of a privateer that Monmouth had seized six weeks ago had boasted that the Foudroyant was the finest vessel afloat – ‘she was not to be taken: she would fight, he said, to-day, and tomorrow, and next-day, but never could be taken.’ She was alarmingly bigger than the 151-foot Monmouth and far more powerful, having eighty guns to Monmouth’s sixty-four. But would she be faster? Although Monmouth had never yet been beaten in a race, Foudroyant had a very long lead. She was steering a course parallel with the shore, as close to Cartagena as the northerly allowed. Monmouth was gaining on her, but the breeze, gradually shifting westerly, was ever feebler. The last day of February was short. Darkness might well frustrate them. So might Admiral la Clue’s larger squadron, should he choose to come out of Cartagena.


 


Far away to the south, Captain Augustus Hervey was assessing his options. He had set off after one Frenchman, which he could now tell was a sixty-four-gun ship like his own Hampton Court, but to his frustration he had been overtaken by the faster Revenge and Berwick, even though he ‘had every sail set and were getting up fast with my chase’. That slow-sailing French ship was hugging the wind, steering straight for the safety of Cartagena. Two more British ships were chasing another Frenchman, who ran for the coast and eventually took shelter under the castle at Águilas; Hervey reckoned the greater danger lay with Gardiner, his friend and former shipmate. ‘Perceiving the Monmouth after the largest’, he noted in his journal, ‘I bore away after her to assist her, as I saw the Swiftsure a great way from the Monmouth.’


     Judging the detached ships sufficient to beat the French if they caught them, Admiral Osborn gathered the rest of his fleet in a body to follow up slowly towards Cartagena in case the French Admiral chose to come out and fight. He signalled Hampton Court to rejoin. Hervey, however, ‘kept pursuing this chace, which I then was certain was Monsieur du Quesne in the Foudroyant’ and ignored Osborn’s order ‘as I thought he could not distinguish, as I could, the force of the ship and the superiority of it to the Monmouth’.


     By four o’clock the main body of the fleet was out of Gardiner’s sight. The French frigate made sail off to the eastward to make good her escape to the open sea, reckoning the Foudroyant could handle the Monmouth alone. Monmouth’s officers could see that they were now ‘coming up wth: the chase very fast’. Revenge and Berwick were in sight chasing the sixty-four, ‘the Swiftsure & Hampton Court in chase wth: us but at a great Distce:’. The only thing deterring Foudroyant from blasting Monmouth was that if she turned to fight she might end up fighting those two ships as well. That was what Gardiner must make Duquesne do. His duty was clear. Lieutenant John Campbell of Whitmore’s Regiment was the officer commanding a detachment of soldiers put aboard to reinforce Monmouth’s marines. He recalled that, as they drew closer to the Foudroyant and a fight became more certain, Gardiner remarked to him, ‘Whatever becomes of you and I, this ship will go into Gibraltar.’


 


Arthur Gardiner had come close to the Foudroyant before, and the fact that they had not fought then was the root cause of his present misery. On that occasion, nearly two years ago off Minorca, he had been captain of his patron Admiral Byng’s flagship. Foudroyant had been the enemy flagship. After an inconclusive battle, Byng had withdrawn his fleet and the important British Mediterranean base at Minorca had surrendered to the French. It was a catastrophic beginning to the present war at sea. Admiral Byng had been recalled to London for trial by court martial and Gardiner had gone with him as a witness. The complaint was that Byng had not done his utmost to destroy the enemy. Under oath, Gardiner was asked whether all sail had been set and he answered that it had not. Asked whether he had urged the admiral to attack, he replied that ‘he advised the admiral to bear down, but that he objected thereto’. These answers were damaging evidence against Byng. The court martial found him guilty and sentenced him to death, but recommended mercy. King George II insisted that the admiral be shot.


     Captain Gardiner felt doubly guilty. In the eyes of the Admiral’s enemies he was a favourite of Byng and deeply involved in his disgrace. In the eyes of his friends, in giving evidence that worked against Byng he had betrayed his shipmate and patron. Gardiner was a tall, sensitive Irishman from County Wicklow and he felt both accusations bitterly. It was observed that a settled melancholy had affected him since the trial.


     The war had continued to go badly with repeated defeats on land. In America the scalps of British officers decorated the lodges of Indians allied with the French; in Germany British forces were driven from King George II’s beloved homeland Hanover. The press had begun to make fun of Britain’s armed forces. The London Evening Post published a spoof petition from the women of Kent who begged to be made eligible to serve as generals and admirals since the men were failing so miserably. Gardiner took such slurs personally. He had heard rumours that First Lord Anson himself had insinuated that he was a coward. An officer of the Volunteer privateer reported that Gardiner had revealed his steely unhappiness to an army colonel and a merchant at Gibraltar:


 


Captain Gardiner, two days before he left this port with great anguish of soul told them, that my lord Anson had reflected on him, and told him that he was one of the men that had brought disgrace upon the nation, that it touched him excessively, but that it ran strongly in his mind, that he should have an opportunity shortly to convince his lordship, how much he had the honour of the nation at heart, and that he was not culpable.


 


Now, if the Foudroyant was to go into Gibraltar as an English prize, Monmouth had to sacrifice herself. The British officers knew that an eighty-gun ship, armed with 42-, 24- and 12-pounders should smash to matchwood a sixty-four-gun ship armed with 24-, 12- and 6-pounders. Their respective broadsides – the weight of iron they could hurl against each other – were, in British measures, 1,212 against 504 pounds. The French ship carried 880 men (863 on the day). Monmouth’s 466 men and boys had been reinforced with thirty soldiers, but they still numbered few more than half the French. But if the Monmouth could delay the Foudroyant by forcing her to fight, it would enable the Swiftsure and Hampton Court to catch up. Those two ships together should overwhelm the Frenchman, even if Monmouth could no longer help them.


     By then it was quite possible that Monmouth would be in no condition to help them. By then she might well be a litter of smashed wood and corpses wallowing in the calm sea. There was a high likelihood that many of her people would be killed.


 


The Monmouths had made their wager with death when they came aboard. Lives were lost at sea routinely, most commonly without a battle. Many seamen, perhaps even most, had made wills. They did so at the start of any campaign abroad, ‘considering the perils and dangers of the seas and other uncertainties of this Transitory Life’, as the formula ran. Robert Spencer, quartermaster of the starboard watch, had made his will nearly ten years earlier when he had first joined the ship in August 1748, just after the birth of his daughter Temperance. Now he was ‘at the conn’, watching how the sails caught the wind and shouting instructions to the men at the wheel to get the course perfect. Spencer was thirty-seven years old and had rejoined Monmouth as soon as she commissioned in 1755. Since then he had been promoted, rated first midshipman, then quartermaster.


     Spencer was one of many Monmouths who came from the peninsula that jutted out to sea opposite Plymouth on the Cornish side of the Hamoaze. Men often joined ships commanded by their local gentry, and two former captains lived there – Henry Harrison at Torpoint and George Edgcumbe at Mount Edgcumbe. William Vallack, one of the team setting the forward studding sails, had been christened at Maker Church, the prominent sea mark for Plymouth sound, serving a parish that included the villages of Cawsand, notorious for smuggling, and neighbouring Kingsand, with their twisting lanes, cobbled yards, and red-brick Elizabethan pilchard cellars.


     Edward Salmon came from Maker too, though he had practically grown up in the Monmouth. He had joined her as a boy – Captain Harrison’s servant – in 1743 and was rated ordinary seaman when he reached eighteen. When Harrison took his old ship to sea in 1755 he volunteered again and was made a midshipman, the rank of a potential officer. The following year he married a local girl. Now twenty-seven, he would celebrate his second wedding anniversary in April if he lived.


     As they followed the French ship all through the long day these men had tedious hours in which to contemplate duty and the possibility of imminent death. Death was a lottery. Some would die and others would get promoted into their places. Disaster for some resulted in happiness for others. That was a fact of sea life. Casualties in sea fights were normally light, but a fight with the Foudroyant was likely to be a more bloody affair than normal.


     One grade above Salmon was James Powell. As senior master’s mate he was supervising Spencer on the quarterdeck and watching the Frenchman through his spy glass. Powell had been promoted from able seaman in autumn 1755 while the ship was at Plymouth. The promotion had required him to obtain clothes that were fit for the quarterdeck, and either that or his growing family – a wife and three children in Antony, the parish next to Maker – had caused him to be imprisoned briefly for debt the following February. The next step up for Powell was either a lieutenant’s commission or a master’s warrant. Whereas master’s mate was just a rating that a captain might change on a whim, a commission or a warrant provided security for a family man. If Powell performed bravely in the coming fight, an accident to one of the lieutenants might just get him a permanent place as a naval officer.


     A third-rate ship such as Monmouth had four lieutenants and Monmouth’s had been hardened by many years at sea. Only one had enjoyed the fast-track route to promotion of a gentleman’s son with patronage behind him. That was James Baron, the third lieutenant. He was twenty-two and had been a lieutenant for a year and a quarter. His father was vicar of Lostwithiel, an important man in a borough controlled by the Edgcumbe family. Captain Edgcumbe had brought young James into the navy as a twelve-year-old captain’s servant in 1747. A year later Baron had joined Monmouth when Edgcumbe took over from Harrison. After three years he had followed Edgcumbe into the Deptford, a ship that played a supporting role in Byng’s battle of Mahon. In August 1756 he had passed for lieutenant and three months later got his first post, back in the Monmouth.


     The other three were more experienced and had been promoted chiefly on merit. This was one of the distinctive features of this ship. In most of Europe it was usual for officers to be noblemen. In the Monmouth they were professionals: middling men hoping to rise through good work.


     The first lieutenant, Robert Carkett, was slightly older than the captain. He had served in the navy all his adult life, rising from able seaman to midshipman, and making lieutenant in 1747. Whereas Gardiner was Monmouth’s third captain since she had raised her crew to wartime strength in 1755, Carkett had been first lieutenant all that time. Consequently, he knew Monmouth’s people very well. It was he who drew up the quarter bills displayed under the forecastle that determined where the men were stationed for their different duties. In the coming battle, he would be Gardiner’s deputy, stationed near him on the quarterdeck. If they won, he had an outside chance of promotion to command his own ship.


     Second lieutenant Stephen Hammick, born near Plymouth, was forty-five, two years older than the captain. He had been at sea for more than twenty years and had risen through the ratings, able to quarter-gunner to midshipman to master’s mate and lieutenant in 1746. He had seen two fleet actions in Princess Louisa in 1747, winning £1000 or so in prize money from the capture of a French convoy after the first battle. Once again, if they beat the Foudroyant and he lived, there was a prospect of profit.


     The junior lieutenant David Winzar was a relative foreigner, born in Dorchester and living in Weymouth. He was thirty-five. He shared with midshipman Salmon, who had joined the same day, the status of having served in Monmouth for longer than any other member of the crew. He had come as a midshipman with Captain Harrison and had fought as master’s mate in the two victorious fleet actions against the French off Cape Finisterre in 1747. The first had brought him about £500 in prize money (about ten years’ wages), the second the glory of a hard fight in which Monmouth took heavy casualties. When Harrison manned her again in 1755 Winzar joined immediately. In 1757 Gardiner gave him his commission. He was a thorough seaman.


     The bulk of the original crew of 1755 were from Plymouth, Devon and north Cornwall, but Winzar belonged to a knot of Monmouths from Weymouth and neighbouring Melcombe Regis. Like Winzar, Richard Tizard was rated midshipman when he joined, Marmaduke Johns quartermaster and William Coffen was a quarter gunner.


     Men trickled in subsequently, like Jabus Yelverton who said he was from London, but only two distinct groups had been added to the original people. The first was a haul of about fifty pressed men and volunteers produced by a recruiting drive in 1756 along the north-west coast. Among the better finds here was William Corrin, a Manxman in his mid-thirties, rated quartergunner. Some of them bore Scottish names: Walter McFarlane, Archibald Macmillan, Daniel McColl.


     The second smaller group of about a dozen comprised the survivors of a troop recruited in Ireland in December 1756. The men who arrived in Monmouth were volunteers, but landsmen with no experience of the sea. Among them were Edward Dunn, Thomas Lawler, and Peter Hanlon, who had been taken in hired press tenders to the Ludlow Castle receiving ship in January 1757. There they had been deloused and given new clothes before they joined the Monmouth in March. (Monmouth’s surgeon rejected several of them as unfit for duty and sent them to hospital, never to return.) They had seen action already in their first year at sea, but the action that was coming would be of an intensity that few ships ever faced.


     At present these men were deployed in the roles they always took when the ship was chasing. By sheer chance we know what some of their roles were. Quarter bills are extremely rare because they were generally thrown away, but Carkett used one of his as a cover for the journal that he submitted to the admiralty, and for that reason it has survived.


     Marmaduke Johns, the Weymouth quartermaster, was on the quarterdeck ‘to attend the braces’. The braces were the ropes that turned the yards on which the sails hung so as to catch the wind. They were also turned when running the yards up or down to let out reefs, for instance. His fellow townsman, able seaman William Crossman, was also on the quarterdeck – one of the team Johns directed in bracing the yards.


     A similar group under the captain of the forecastle James Scott and midshipman Edward Lund went to the fore tacks – the ropes attached to the bottom corners of the fore course to keep it fixed in the right position for the wind. Lund was also responsible for making sure that the jib and staysail remained unentangled. During the chase, Gardiner gradually increased the amount of sail Monmouth was carrying and other men came into play. A group of quarter-gunners undertook the precarious task of mounting the studding sail booms into the boom irons to extend the yards. This meant manoeuvring cumbersome spars of wood, way out to the side of the ship, over the sea, and slipping them into place. Quarter-gunners each had charge of four of the ship’s guns, for which they were responsible to the gunner. But in many ships, including Monmouth, they were elite seamen, chosen from the highly skilled. These quarter gunners then supervised the setting of the studding sails, the larboard ones at ‘noon’, the starboard ones at ‘three’, when Foudroyant altered course slightly to run almost before the wind.


     Each mast had a boatswain’s mate enforcing swift action and piping orders with his shrill whistle or ‘boatswain’s call’. The foretopmen set the foresails, usually the most important in pressing the ship forward. The chase team included John Trevillick, Richard Damerel, Anthony Stephens and William Vallack as well as a man who claimed to be a Greek, Marco Nicholas. The topmen were young, agile men who lived, much of the time, way up in the air with only ropes to trust to. A seaman wrote that the job ‘not only requires alertness but courage, to ascend in a manner sky high when stormy winds do blow . . . the youngest of the topmen generally go highest.’ Up the taller mainmast climbed the maintopmen, among them Archibald Macmillan.


 


For most of that Tuesday the more active preparations had been going on down below. Carpenter Robert Narramore, his Welsh mate David Edwards, their crew and their helpers had taken down all the partitions that made cabins on the gun decks. All furniture and unnecessary wood that might splinter rapidly disappeared. Then Narramore went down to his store in the bows of the orlop deck to prepare shot plugs of various sizes to stop up dangerous holes that might be made and to get out the spare ironwork to repair the pumps, should they sustain damage.


     Further aft on the orlop deck, surgeon Robert Smith and his mates were turning what dimly lit space was available into an operating theatre. He laid out his tools, bandages and medicines, checking the sharpness of knives and saws.


     Busiest of all was old gunner Jeffreys, who hurried about the semi-darkness of the lower regions of his cavernous, oaken construction, imposing order on potential chaos. He had lived in the Monmouth for ten years and he knew every last nook and crevice in her. He had started as a seaman, interested in cannon. He had got his gunner’s warrant in 1741 and progressed, as warrant officers did, from small ships to important ones. He had moved from the Mortar bomb vessel to the fifth-rate Torrington, the fourth-rate Hampshire, and the third-rate Monmouth. He would never be the gunner of a three-decker of second or first rate because he was now very nearly eligible for his pension, needing only a few months more to reach the necessary sixteen years of service. As a standing officer he stayed with his ship in peace and war. It was his home. He was fifty-seven years old.


     Jeffreys’ responsibilities lay below decks, close to or below the water level, a dim realm of passages and ladders lit by lamplight. He looked after magazines, powder, cartridges, shot, guns and their carriages. He lived and slept in the gun room at the end of the two rows of his largest guns, the twenty-six 24-pounders, among stacks of arms chests containing muskets, pistols, cutlasses and pikes. This was on the lower deck, a few feet above the water. A ladder led down to the orlop deck and another shorter one to the filling room of the main magazine well below the water level. A second, smaller, hanging magazine at the same level in the stern of the ship served the aftermost guns. In these two very dry sealed chambers he kept 274 barrels of gunpowder weighing more than twelve tons. In his storeroom next to Narramore’s in the bows on the orlop deck he kept the accessories required to fire the guns. Below even the magazines, acting partly as ballast, was his store of shot, mostly round shot for the 24- 12- and 6-pounders, but also grape and double-headed shot and little shot for the swivels. He kept a log, and also kept accounts of how much powder and shot was expended in practice.


     He was also head of a team. He had two mates, William Pattey and David Scott, and two yeomen of the powder room, John Lee and Richard Viney, each responsible for the handling room next to a magazine. Subordinate to him were armourer Luke Scardefield and his mate John Sympson, who were responsible for the small arms, muskets, pistols, cutlasses and pikes. They were the ship’s blacksmiths, forging ironwork and repairing any broken metal parts. To fetch and carry, he had two servants, Robert Axworthy and William Vine, who were his apprentices, learning his trade. All of them were ‘idlers’, which meant that they worked during the day and slept at night, whereas most seamen stood watches of four hours on and four hours off.


     With an engagement looming, the gunner’s team could not afford a mistake. First Jeffreys unlocked the magazines. Yeomen Lee and Viney each took charge of a powder room. Their two great fears were fire and water. If the powder became damp, the guns would not fire. On the other hand, a single spark in the magazine might blow up the whole ship. Powder barrels were hooped with copper or wood, because iron hoops might spark. Before anybody could go into a powder room they had to remove anything at all that might create a spark. In the powder rooms there were ‘ready-use’ cartridges with charges of appropriate weight for the ship’s various guns already made up and stored on racks. Since many more would be needed, new barrels of powder were taken from the magazine and opened. The yeomen supervised the filling of more cartridges, with copper scoops to measure the quantity of powder. Meanwhile, woollen screens were fixed to the doors and dampened, and the passages leading to the magazines were also wetted, in case any powder was spilled, to prevent flame reaching the magazine. The powder rooms were lit from adjacent light rooms screened with glass and copper grills to stop a lighted candle falling in if the glass broke.


     When the call came for the crew to take up their quarters for action, Tom Cook, the cook, stood guard in the light room, making sure that no flame got near the powder. One of Jeffreys’s mates, either Pattey or Scott, was responsible for the transfer of extra shot of appropriate weight and type from the hold to the various gun decks. Some shot was always kept close to the guns, but if insufficient was shifted up before the battle, transferred to each of the decks through a pre-determined chain of hands, there might be an appalling period when the ship received fire without being able to return it.


     The other mate supervised the distribution of equipment for the guns. Coffen, Curtis and all the other gun captains formed a queue in the dark passage to the gunner’s storeroom to collect their powder horn, three-foot linstock, slow match, priming wire, vent reamer, a salt box to carry two cartridges, and a pouch containing quill firing tubes. The gun captains also collected a lantern to light the gun because they would probably be fighting after dark. Crewmen carried up stacks of junk wads to be rammed between and after charges and balls to hang in nets or pile near guns.


     Armourer Scardefield’s mate John Sympson issued chests containing muskets, pistols and cutlasses to each gun crew, and pikes as well as the other weapons were sent up for the designated boarding party.


 


As the afternoon drew on, Monmouth’s sailing master John Wilson recorded that the wind veered west north-west and the Foudroyant was steering north-east by east. Just about every scrap of sail had been set that might urge them forward without taking the wind from a more important sail, and the gap between them was closing. The boatswain reinforced all the yards with chains to stop them falling on the deck if the ropes holding them were shot through, and netting was put up to save the people on the deck from falling wood. When all these things had been done there was still plenty of time to get nervous, excited and fearful.


     There was no sign of the French leaving Cartagena, though they must have been able to see their own sixty-four fleeing for the port by then. The Revenge had left Berwick behind in the distance, but she was closing on the French ship. At five o’clock on what was now 1 March on the ship (at sea the day changed at midday, not midnight) came the first distant gunfire: ‘we saw the Revenge & her chase firing there bow & stern chase at Each other’. Revenge and Monmouth were ‘called the twin sisters being of the same size and model’. Revenge’s French quarry was racing for the shelter of Cartagena harbour, and even though Revenge was within gunshot she would be hard put to stop her. They had not been watching the distant engagement for very long when ahead of them Foudroyant also raised her French ensign, the lily-white flag of the Bourbon kings, as the rules of war demanded she must do before engaging. There was a red flash and a puff of smoke from her stern. With a splash the ball from this first range-finding shot fell harmlessly into the water well short of Monmouth’s prow.


     As the two ships sailed slowly on, Foudroyant continued to fire occasional ranging shots with her stern chaser. At six o’clock, sailing master Wilson reported, one of them cut through the fore studding sail and struck the bow. She had ranged in on Monmouth with impressive accuracy. Monmouth replied with her bow chasers and they kept this up for about an hour. With the seas flat it was possible for a skilled gunner with a good cannon to fire quite accurately. Wilson recorded that the wind veered westerly and stayed in that quarter. Foudroyant steered east by north, then east, so that both ships were running ‘before the wind with everything out’, the little black Monmouth in the French giant’s wake. Foudroyant’s best chance of escape now was to fire a shot that disabled Monmouth. Anything that slowed her down might help, but if Duquesne brought down a yard or a mast, Monmouth’s advantage in speed would disappear and Foudroyant would get away. On the other hand a lucky shot from Monmouth might end the chase.


     It was getting dark. At sunset Gardiner ordered Monmouth’s guns to cease firing and the seamen hauled down the studding sails and made all clear for engaging. He was now sure that he could make the Frenchmen fight. John Ayres, the master sailmaker, wetted the fighting sails to stop them catching fire. He had been in charge of canvas for eight years, in three little sloops in peacetime before his appointment to Monmouth when hostilities had begun three years ago. Foudroyant continued to break the eerie silence with a series of bangs followed by sudden rending crashes or a whirring overhead and the rip of torn canvas. Ayres and his four yeomen made what running repairs they could, but nothing essential had so far carried away. The boatwain’s mates Edward May and John Framingham piped the shrill ‘all hands!’ at every hatchway.


     Captain Gardiner called the whole crew together. He stood on the quarterdeck with the setting sun behind him and spoke to them. ‘This ship’, he said, ‘must be taken; she looks to be above our match; but Englishmen are not to mind that, nor will I quit her while this ship can swim, or I have a soul left alive.’ His ‘honest tars’ cheered and ‘said they depended upon him for victory, and he might depend upon them’. Then the drums beat and the people went to their quarters.










2


The Music of Great-Guns


Most of the men took up station at their guns. Second lieutenant Stephen Hammick commanded the lower deck, where 143 men and thirteen boys crouched around thirteen 24-pounder cannon, and four or five mates and midshipmen, such as Richard Tizard and Edward Salmon, directed groups of guns. They were crammed into the starboard half of a cleared space about forty yards long and twelve yards wide, with the glass stern window at one end and the tapering bows at the other. All partitions and unnecessary wood had been removed, but it was dark and stuffy as there was barely five foot clearance between decks. James Baron, the twenty-two-year-old from Lostwithiel, was responsible for the thirteen 12-pounders that faced the enemy on the upper deck, each with a crew of eight – 104 men and boys in total, with some midshipmen commanding groups of guns.


     Among the sixteen quarter-gunners, who each took charge of four guns, was William Corrin, the thirty-five-year-old Manxman, whom Carkett had promoted to quarter-gunner a year before after nine months rated able. He supervised the placing of crows, handspikes, rammers, spunges, powder-horns, matches and train-tackles in order by the side of each cannon. Junk wads to keep the ball in place were stacked in the netting hanging overhead. Each pair of guns had a captain: as a former quarter-gunner William Coffen probably commanded one crew of twelve. They split into two groups of six if both sides of the ship were firing simultaneously, but that was unlikely today. Several of the gun crew had other duties. Topmen were designated as sail trimmers or boarders and would leave the gun if the ship needed to manoeuvre or repel the enemy. Others would go off to fight fires or pump out water if the ship was holed.


     Tizard gave the order to cast loose the lashes binding his guns to the side of the ship. They took the tompion from the mouth of the barrel and the oakum from the vent, opened the red-painted gun ports and ran the cannon out so that their red-painted muzzles protruded. The open ports made a red stripe on the side of the black ship. The barrels were levelled at point blank: they would fire them within the range at which the shot travelled in a straight line. The master-at-arms and his corporals laid the hatches to prevent anybody who deserted his post taking refuge below. Edward Dunn, William Lawler and Peter Hanlon, the Irish landsmen, crouched beside their cannon, waiting apprehensively for whatever might unfold.


     The seamen up on the exposed superstructure there were the pick of the crew. They too had guns to prepare against their counterparts on the other ship: five 6-pounders either side of the quarterdeck and two on the forecastle, as well as half-pounder swivels mounted on the sides, but most were preoccupied with other roles. The junior lieutenant, David Winzar, was responsible for training the seamen with small arms and ‘his office, in time of battle, is chiefly to direct and attend them’. There were eighty small arms men. The senior mate, in this case James Powell, commanded the forecastle, directing the forward guns. The boatswain, James Everitt, and his mates also took post there. (Captain Gardiner had a low opinion of Everitt, who had been ejected from two previous ships for incompetence, but his mates Edward May and John Framingham were reliable.) They effected the changes of speed and direction that might help Monmouth outmanoeuvre the Foudroyant so that she could do more damage while receiving less. They also organised running repairs to damaged ropes. In the fore rigging over their heads was James Scott, captain of the forecastle, with a couple of picked men. A similar party was posted in the main rigging and there were also marksmen in the tops with muskets.


     On the quarterdeck was the command group consisting of the tall, slim Captain Gardiner, first lieutenant Carkett and John Wilson the master. With them was the signal midshipman, ready to make or read signals, and the captain’s aides, who would run messages. George Bernier, the captain’s clerk, was taking minutes of all that happened.


     There was a quartermaster at the conn and another on the wheel with four helmsmen. Behind and above them on the poop were some sailors for the mizen mast and some of the seventy fit marines, who formed two deep in close order with shouldered arms under their captain, Joseph Austin, and their young lieutenant, George Preston. Nearby John Campbell’s thirty soldiers stood to attention, resplendent in their red coats. The remaining marines completed the gun crews.


     John Hye, Thomas Nelcoat and James Young sprang to their places as the royal marines formed up. They cut a very different appearance from the soldiers – they had gone native. When they had first arrived on board their uniform coats, hats, caps and white shirts had all been locked up in the marine storeroom, to be worn only to welcome a senior officer or for service ashore. They had bought pursers’ slops and now wore sea caps, jackets and checked shirts like the sailors. They could only be distinguished by the military discipline with which they formed ranks.


     There had always been soldiers who did sea service and, since the 1660s, regiments that specialised in it, but in 1755 the marine corps had been reformed and placed under the control of the Admiralty as a brand new corps – His Majesty’s Marine Forces. With amphibious operations in mind, the navy had acquired amphibious soldiers to train in its own ways. At first most of them had been so seasick they were fit for very little, but once they got their sea legs the sergeants had trained them to fire over the side of the ship in three ranks and two ranks, and taught them how to aim at a mark hung from the furthest extremity of the yard arm. Now, like the seamen, the marines were divided into a starboard watch and a larboard watch, one under Sergeant John Pearson, the other under Sergeant John Harris. They had been at sea for two or three years now and had become hardened sailors, and many of them could and did help competently with the working of the ship. They had long ago mastered the art of firing as the ship rose on the wave, so that their shots did not plunge harmlessly into the sea. But as yet they had seen little serious fighting.


 


The wind freshened as it grew dark. An arms chest was carried up to the poop and opened. The marines loaded their muskets and corporals Mackrell and Fisher checked that their flints were good. The huge Foudroyant loomed directly ahead, at no great distance now.


     In the last light, an hour after sunset, Gardiner warned Hammick and Baron to prepare the men to fire the starboard guns. They reloaded them with double-headed shot, aiming to disable. Gardiner hoped to damage the French ship’s rigging, or at best, in Master Wilson’s words, ‘to carry her masts away’.


     All the teams gathered on one side. At Gardiner’s order, the quartermasters gave the ship a yaw, turning her just far enough off course to bring some guns to bear. As Monmouth came round each crew strained to turn its gun forward. Below the elevated marines, on the quarterdeck and in the waist, the ‘lanthorn men’ belonging to each gun crew held up their black fighting lamps, providing a glimmer of safe light about each gun. Gun captains peered along the barrels of their cannon lining up the notch on the base with the notch on the muzzle ring, aiming high for the rigging. Then, as the ship rose on the wave, they fired all the upper- and lower-deck guns they could bring to bear.


     On the Foudroyant sails were ripped and torn and key ropes cut away, but she kept going. Having lost some speed thanks to the yaw, it was another hour before Monmouth actually overlapped the French ship. Gardiner directed the helmsmen to steer her into an advantageous position across Foudroyant’s larboard quarter no more than forty yards away.


     Monmouth was to windward of the enemy with her smoke blowing into the eyes of the French. Those marines not serving guns lined the parapet two deep, concentrated on the poop where they were highest up. Behind them one of the marine arms chests was ‘lashed upon the Grating abaft the mizen mast to hold Ammunition’. The marines lit their own black lanterns to light the ammunition and spare guns as it was truly dark now, and a few of the best marksmen were given the special duty of firing at port holes. The theory behind this was that ‘Two or three expert Men killed at a Gun may silence it for half an Hour’. This was especially true in French ships, where the gun crews relied heavily on the guidance of the specially trained marine artillerymen who pointed each gun. The soldiers, chiefly from the Shropshire regiment, lined up with them. They were at half-musket range, close enough to be as accurate as an eighteenth-century firelock could be. As the ship rose, the front rank fired.


     The French replied. The position Monmouth had taken up meant that some of the French bow guns could not be trained far enough aft to fire at her, whereas Monmouth’s full broadside could be directed at the French ship. This reduced Foudroyant’s power to flash forked lightning and hurl thunderbolts, but not by much. She had 250 small arms men three deep on the spar deck. 130 French soldiers massed on the poop. The French ship was much taller than the Monmouth so that they could fire downwards on to the English decks. Moreover, the disadvantage of fighting from the windward was that as the Monmouth fell with the wave her decks were exposed to the enemy, while Foudroyant’s high sides always protected her decks from Monmouth. Canister, a cylindrical tin box packed with musket balls, was ‘principally used by the French to scour the decks of the enemy’. Soon the air above and around Hye and Nelcoat and Young was filled with bullets whizzing through the air and with bar shot aimed at the masts and rigging. Pieces of wood, detached blocks and sawn ropes fell and were caught by the sauve-tête netting suspended over their heads.


     Captain Gardiner was hit in the arm almost immediately, but bound the wound and stayed where he was. The marine captain, Joseph Austin, and his young lieutenant, George Preston, strode along the ranks of their men, trying to stop their men trembling or flinching and turning away as they fired, or ducking behind the rows of stuffed hammocks that lined the top of the parapet to soak up enemy fire and prevent splinters. Splintered wood was the main danger – it caused a more savage wound than a clean bullet or ball – and splinters flew off the ship wherever metal struck wood. The men were encouraged to keep up a constant fire, one rank firing while the other loaded. As the manual said, ‘nothing can gall an Enemy so much as a constant Fire, which intimidates the common People and often puts it out of an Officer’s Power to re-animate them’.


     It was up here that most of the casualties would be incurred, and the men knew it. Not only were they exposed and vulnerable without the four feet of solid oak all round them that the gun crews were shielded by below, but the enemy would deliberately target them. The ship’s senior officers and the most level-headed of the sailors were the driving force that motivated the machine. Remove enough of them, and the capacity for instant decision-making could disappear, confusion set in, and the will to continue the fight seep away.


     It is said that British ships habitually fired roundshot at the enemy ship’s hull, but in this case, as John Wilson the master reported, Monmouth fired ‘all the grap & Duble Headd: shott that is Allowed’. It seems certain that Gardiner exhausted his allowance of these, which were designed to stop the enemy moving, before he started on the roundshot that was designed to destroy the hull and discourage personnel.


     Grapeshot was a cluster of small cannonballs packed in a canvas bag and bound with cord, the whole being the same diameter as the iron ball normally used for the gun. The balls of grape used for a 24-pounder each weighed two pounds, and for a 12-pounder, one pound. ‘Double-headed’ or ‘bar’ shot’ was ‘balls cut into two equal parts, and joined together by a kind of iron bar’. They span in the air and were very effective for cutting rigging and damaging sails and masts – the French sometimes used a combustible variety intended to set fire to the enemy sails. The full allowance of double-headed was six rounds for each gun. They had ten rounds of grape for each of Hammick’s heavy guns and fourteen each for the lighter cannon. Allowing about three minutes for each round, expending all this shot would have taken rather more than an hour, assuming that all guns were still firing; some were probably knocked out.


     In the sealed magazines the shoeless yeomen of the powder room, John Lee and Richard Vinney, steadily passed out pairs of parchment cartridges in salt boxes. The ship’s thirty-five boys, aged between thirteen and seventeen, and mostly overexcited, formed chains of hands to pass cartridge boxes to the gun decks where the ‘powder monkey’ for each gun ran them to the starboard side of the deck opposite the cannon. One such boy, a black servant to a lieutenant, described how in a similar action a year later he ‘ran a very great risk for more than half an hour of blowing up the ship. For, when we had taken the cartridges out of the boxes, the bottom of many of them proving rotten, the powder ran all about the deck, near the match tub; we scarcely had water enough at the last to throw on it.’ Once on deck the boys might see through flame and choking smoke, but they could hear nothing but thunder and smashing wood.


     Even on this March night it soon became hot on the enclosed deck with thirteen large guns firing. William Corrin’s gun reared backwards as it fired, restrained by its tackle. Peter Hanlon, rammer, cleaned the barrel with his sponge, withdrawing it with a last twist. Holding its seam downwards, Thomas Lawler, loader, thrust in a new cartridge till his shoulder hit the hot muzzle, pushed wadding in after and rammed both home with two or three firm pushes. Corrin checked that the cartridge was home beneath the touch hole, then they thrust a 24-pound double-header in and rammed in wadding after that. The first broadside or two may even have been double-shotted with bar shot on top of a ball. Protecting the touch hole from water, they ran out the gun till its muzzle protruded from the ship. With crows and handspikes they turned it to bear and levelled the barrel. When Corrin, peering along its length, was satisfied with his aim he pricked the cartridge, primed it with more powder from his horn, bruised the priming, took his match from above the water bucket, blew on it, and made sure his men were well out of the path of the recoil. Then, at what he judged to be the moment before they rose on the wave, he put his smouldering match to the powder and quickly jumped sideways to avoid the recoil. After a few seconds the cannon spoke again. The speed and precision with which all this was done over and over again was likely to govern the outcome of the fight.


     Meanwhile, enemy shots crashed against the ship’s side. Rarely, one burst through, cutting limbs from men and showering their mates with their blood, while splintered wood sliced ragged wounds wherever it hit. A shot straight through a porthole might demolish a gun, maiming and scattering, perhaps crushing, men beneath the great cannon itself. The dead were pushed through portholes, the wounded carried down to the surgeons on the orlop deck. Any interruption, any break in the rhythm slowed performance and gave an advantage to the other side. If the powder wasn’t delivered, if a gun was knocked over, if fire broke out, the crew might become distracted, and with unanswered enemy fire hitting the ship it would become harder to return to idle guns, particularly since, according to one early account, ‘at first the enemy’s fire was much the quickest’. Some sort of explosion near the magazine probably accounted for wounds to both the master-at-arms and one of the corporals, who were stationed there.


     During the night, sixteen shots went right through Monmouth’s side, eight between wind and water. Carpenter Robert Narramore was waiting for these. With his mate David Edwards and their crew of eight, he stood in the wings, the cleared passages along the sides of the orlop deck, ready to plug dangerous holes. If water poured in, they threw themselves that way, hammered tarred tarpaulin over a gaping hole or shaped a plug to fit it, and jammed oakum round the edges. Theirs was a constant fight to keep the water out. Narramore checked the well frequently for unseen leaks, but he never had to take men off guns to man the pumps.


     The French ship had everything to gain by destroying Monmouth quickly and getting away: for them also it was logical to aim first at disabling the enemy, since their object was escape. For the first hour the upper part of the British ship must have been a terrifying place to be as the huge French 42-pounders and the many smaller guns attempted its destruction. Most of Monmouth’s casualties were incurred in this opening period when French fire was fierce, and they were concentrated amongst the elite seamen. Master’s mate James Powell was carried below seriously wounded. Quartermasters Marmaduke Johns and Robert Spencer, probably still conning the ship, were killed outright and thrown overboard. Quartermaster Philip Hardy was wounded at the wheel. Sailmaker John Ayres was killed with one of his yeomen, and two of the remaining three were wounded, Richard Caswell shot out of the rigging with a broken shoulder blade. It was a dangerous job climbing up shrouds to mend rigging with so much iron flying around and blocks falling from above. Captain of the forecastle James Scott was seriously wounded with two of the topmen of the starboard watch.


     But Monmouth produced similar carnage on the French deck. Lieutenant Cogolin was cut in half by a cannonball. A musket ball hit flag captain Callian in the arm, but he stayed at his post on the forecastle until a plummeting block smashed his shoulder. On the quarterdeck a single shot produced an explosion of wood: one splinter slashed second captain Fabrègues’ cheek, another embedded itself in his thigh. Mezíres was hit in the stomach by grapeshot and fell to the deck vomiting blood.


     After an hour’s fighting Gardiner sent a midshipman to fetch Baron, and ‘while in the act of encouraging his people and enquiring what injury had been sustained between decks, he received a second wound’. Carkett reported that ‘Capt Gardiner Recd a Mortal Wound in his head which Obliged him to be carryed of the Deck’. Baron, who may have been an eyewitness, noted that he was hit by a grapeshot, which would have done serious damage to his skull. Other accounts speak of a musket ball in the forehead.


     Stories soon spread about Gardiner’s death:


 


Before he expired, he sent for his first lieutenant, and told him, the last favour he could ask of him was never to give up the ship. The lieutenant told him he never would, and instantly went and nailed the flag to the staff, and stood at it with a brace of pistols, declaring he would put any man to death who attempted to come near the colours and strike them, until he was dead:


 


     Gardiner probably did not speak the words ‘Never give up the ship’. David Winzar, who was probably at hand, wrote emphatically in his log that the captain expired ‘having lain speechless from the minute he was wounded’. Nevertheless, the episode went into the history books. Gardiner’s words were remembered for use in future desperate engagements, and ‘Don’t give up the ship’ became the unofficial motto of the American navy.


     The wounded captain was carried to ‘the cockpit’ on the orlop deck at the waterline, where the men were treated in the order that they appeared. There the ship’s surgeon, Robert Smith, had created a makeshift operating theatre. He had three mates and several ‘loblolly boys’ to carry patients and hold them down, together with other non-combatant helpers such as the chaplain, Edward Chicken, and the old purser, Samuel Furzer. Occasionally the wives of warrant and senior petty officers went to sea with their menfolk. They did so unofficially and unrecorded, so there is no evidence of women in Monmouth at this time, but if there were any they also helped in the cockpit. Smith had thirty years’ experience as a naval surgeon, so he had almost certainly worked during an engagement at some time, and his first mate Nathaniel Herring had started his career in 1747 in the Vulture sloop with Monmouth’s master, John Wilson, as a shipmate. It is unlikely, however, that anyone in the room had had to deal with the sort of carnage that they dealt with now.


     There are very few surviving accounts of what it was like in the cockpit during a savage engagement such as this, but one surgeon’s journal, written some years later, describes an action in which ninety wounded were brought down, little different from Monmouth’s eighty-six:


 


The whole cockpit deck, cabins, wing berths and part of the cable tier, together with my platform and my preparations for dressing were covered with them. So that for a time they were laid on each other at the foot of the ladder where they were brought down, and I was obliged to go on deck to the Commanding Officer to state the situation and apply for men to go down the main hatchway and move the foremost of the wounded further forward into the tiers and wings, and thus make room in the cockpit. Numbers, about sixteen, mortally wounded, died after they were brought down, amongst whom was the brave and worthy Captain Burgess, whose corpse could with difficulty be conveyed to the starboard wing berth. Joseph Bonheur had his right thigh taken off by a cannon shot close to the pelvis, so that it was impossible to apply a tourniquet; his right arm was also shot to pieces. The stump of the thigh, which was very fleshy, presented a dreadful and large surface of mangled flesh. In this state he lived near two hours, perfectly sensible and incessantly calling out in a strong voice to me to assist him. The bleeding from the femoral artery, although so high up, must have been very inconsiderable, and I observed it did not bleed as he lay. All the service I could render this unfortunate man was to put dressings over the part and give him drink  . . .


     Melancholy cries for assistance were addressed to me from every side by wounded and dying, and piteous moans and bewailing from pain and despair. In the midst of these agonising scenes, I was able to preserve myself firm and collected, and embracing in my mind the whole of the situation, to direct my attention where the greatest and most essential services could be performed. Some with wounds, bad indeed and painful, but slight in comparison with the dreadful condition of others, were most vociferous for my assistance. These I was obliged to reprimand with severity, as their voices disturbed the last moments of the dying. I cheered and commended the patient fortitude of others, and sometimes extorted a smile of satisfaction from the mangled sufferers, and succeeded to throw momentary gleams of cheerfulness amidst so many horrors. The man whose leg I had first amputated had not uttered a groan from the time he was brought down, and several, exulting in the news of the victory, declared they regretted not the loss of their limbs.


     An explosion of a salt box with several cartridges abreast of the cockpit hatchway filled the hatchway with flame and in a moment 14 or 15 wretches tumbled down upon each other, their faces black as a cinder, their clothes blown to tatters and their hats on fire. A Corporal of Marines lived two hours after the action with all the glutei muscle shot away, so as to excavate the pelvis. Captain Burgess’ wound was of this nature, but he fortunately died almost instantly.


     After the action ceased, 15 or 16 dead bodies were removed before it was possible to get a platform cleared and come at the materials for operating and dressing, those I had prepared being covered over with bodies and blood, and the store room door blocked up.


 


     First lieutenant Robert Carkett took Captain Gardiner’s place and David Winzar came to help him. The loss of their beloved captain merely made the Monmouths more resolute. They were encouraged that the French could not keep up their rate of fire: ‘In an hour it slackened, and still got weaker and weaker for the whole action, without any abatement in ours, but rather the contrary.’ One reason was that the 42-pound cannonballs fired by the heaviest French guns took some lifting, and their crews tired quickly. Another was that the French had specially trained naval gunners pointing their guns; their loss caused more confusion than the loss of a British gun captain because the remaining Frenchmen were less well qualified to replace them. Beyond that, the British crew was fitter, stronger and more determined.


     The guns pounded away, ‘Broadside, and Broadside, Great Guns and small without the least Intermission’, as Lieutenant Winzar put it, with a hint of a sailor’s relish for ‘the Music of Great-Guns’. It was a gargantuan effort. They shot off 520 12-pound and 435 24-pound balls, an average of forty rounds for each of Baron’s guns and thirty-three for Hammick’s. They used up nearly all their ammunition – ships carried sixty to seventy shots per gun – and emptied eighty barrels of powder. The duration of the conflict varies from account to account and it is difficult to judge how its intensity varied over time, but if all his guns were firing constantly, over four or five hours Baron’s gunners produced a round every four or five minutes. Fewer guns would have had to fire faster, and some of his guns were almost certainly knocked out. At their best they must have been very fast.


     Half an hour after midnight, Monmouth’s mizenmast was shot away just above the quarterdeck. The French crew cheered, but Winzar soon had men clearing the wreckage and it ‘was thrown overboard with all belonging to it’. At one in the morning it was Monmouth’s turn to cheer as ‘the Enemy’s Mizen Mast, Ensign and flying jibb boom went away’. Soon afterwards, Carkett reported, the French ship was ‘only firing a lower deck gun now and then’. At half past one the Monmouths cheered resoundingly as Foudroyant’s mainmast tottered and fell forwards, smashed the yard and sail from the foretopmast, broke into three pieces, ripped the foresail and crushed the longboat and yawl. Most of the guns were masked with wreckage and French fire petered out altogether. Baron ordered his men to cease firing, ‘imagining the enemy had struck’. He could not see whether the Foudroyant had really ‘struck’, or lowered her ensign, signifying surrender.


     The surviving officers gathered on the quarterdeck. ‘We had no Tackle but was shot away,’ wrote Lieutenant Winzar, ‘otherwise we should [have] hoisted a Boat out and took possession of her.’


     Swiftsure had finally caught up. Winzar recalled that ‘at this time the Swiftsure came under our stern, hailed us and desired we would cease firing, as he was bearing down on the enemy, & was presently alongside her, when the enemy fired two Guns from the upper deck forward, ye Swiftsure then gave her a Broadside and soon after took her in tow.’


     Hampton Court was ten minutes behind. The moon was high and its captain, Hervey, was struck by the eerie illumination of the now silent scene as he approached: ‘I got near enough to see by the light of the moon that the Monmouth lay disabled, and her chace dismasted, and both their heads contrary way, but all firing ceased, and I saw the the chace’s French colours lying over her taffrail.’


     Hervey took Hampton Court under Foudroyant’s stern ‘and gave orders not to fire, as they were calling to us for quarters’. These pleas for mercy and the lowered flag draped over the carved stern rail showed the French had surrendered. Hervey had not bargained for Swiftsure’s continued aggression: ‘Captain Stanhope too hastily threw in a broadside to the French ship and partly into me’. He hailed Stanhope to tell him that he had sent his boat on board Foudroyant, because she had already ‘struck to the Monmouth, who was disabled and could not get her boat out’. Hervey then went on board the French ship himself, where he met Stanhope’s lieutenant, who ‘desired that Monsieur du Quesne might be sent on board the Swiftsure as the senior officer’. Stanhope outranked Hervey and Gardiner because he had been a captain for longer, and convention dictated that the French captain should surrender to the senior officer present. Hervey agreed that this was right, but remarked that ‘without a doubt neither the Swiftsure or myself had the least claim to any of the honour which the Monmouth acquired by taking such a ship’.


     Hervey’s barge had just rowed him back to his own ship when the Monmouth hailed him with the news that Captain Gardiner had been killed.
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Dead Men’s Clothes


Account of Cloaths sold at the mast belonging to James Powell


     Deceased


The time when sold: 11 March 1758


507 Edward Lunn To a silver watch, 4 shirts, 2 pairs stockings £4 10s


1084 James Reeves To a sword 7s 6d


1042 James Taylor To 32 shirts & pair Breeches 7s 6d


808 Amos Pitcher To 2 shirts 2 coats 2 waistcoats 10s 6d


770 John Radford To a shirt coat waistcoat breeches & stocking 10s


136 Philip Rowden To a coat waistcoat & breeches £1 2s


603 James Strange To 3 shirts 2 pairs breeches: 2 handkerchiefs 8s


630 Robert Webb To a coat waistcoat hat & lace £1 10s


655 Richard Tizzard To a pair shoes buckles & neck cloth 8s


641 Simon Pengelly To pair shoes pair stockings a pair boots 5s


1018 Barnaby Binnick To a Coat waistcoat Brace of Pistols and a spy


     glass £1 4s


562 William Langman To a pair of Velvet Breeches & a sheet £1 13s


£12 15s 6d James Dixon attorney to Samuel Furzer


 


Tucked into the ship’s pay book in the National Archives at Kew is this brief memorandum of the sale of the contents of senior master’s mate, James Powell’s sea chest. The auction took place at sea ten days after the battle and a week after Powell had died of his wounds at half past two on the morning of 3 March.


     The men gathered before the mast. This was the seamen’s area, whereas the officers commanded the quarterdeck and the space beneath it. Posted on the walls under the forecastle were the articles of war – the thirty-five commandments of naval life – together with notices specifying each man’s duties and station at the various times when all hands were called to action. These were devised and written on cardboard by Carkett, the first lieutenant.


     The disposal of the property of dead men ‘at the Mast as is the Custom at Sea’ was already traditional at the time the Monmouth’s timbers were first cut from oak trees a hundred years before. The present Monmouth was already an old ship, having been launched in 1742, but in building her they had reused the oak from the previous Monmouth, constructed at Chatham in 1667. Her timber was antique, redolent of a century of naval tradition, present at Solebay, the Texel, Barfleur, Vigo Bay, Gibraltar, Malaga and, more recently, the two battles of Finisterre.


     John Wilson, the master, and Samuel Furzer, the purser, were in charge of the sale. Wilson was a sailing master or ‘skipper’ of fourteen years’ standing, and although he had only been in Monmouth for a year he was a figure with authority. After the late captain, he was the best paid man in the ship. Monmouth was his fifth naval vessel. His first had been the little sloop Vulture in which he had scattered some Scottish rebels in 1746. Then the old Rippon, a ‘64’ like Monmouth until she was broken up in 1751. After that the Glory, captured from the French in 1747, and finally the frigate Dolphin in which he had cruised the Mediterranean with Captain Richard Howe. Through all these years he had garnered knowledge of navigation in all the places he had sailed. In his notebooks he kept details of seamarks and harbours, tides and dangerous rocks.


     Samuel Furzer was about sixty, an experienced businessman with tentacles reaching beyond Monmouth, whose purser he had been since the beginning of the war. As purser he acquired and distributed provisions and other supplies. Much had to be done at his own financial risk; pursery was a precarious occupation for a careless or unlucky man, but there was also potential for personal gain. Furzer assessed his present profit from his current account for Monmouth at rather more than £1,000, enough to fund a comfortable retirement. From such sound dealing he had acquired a solid, modern brick house in Woolwich, new mahogany furniture, Wilton carpets, a younger wife and four children. He made his profit by being careful with his paperwork and the navy’s property and by making ‘savings’. Furzer bought supplies in advance and was reinbursed later for what was consumed. He was allowed an eighth of all supplies to compensate for wastage, so he had to keep the loss within that limit or find other ways of recouping a little money. Feeding and selling clothes to dead men was a common form of petty embezzlement. Sailors got very cynical about pursers. They told credulous young boys that the albatrosses that followed ships in southern oceans were the ghosts of pursers, haunting their former ships in an eternal search for savings.
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