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  The autocrat of the Victorian breakfast table, empurpled by some outrage committed by foreigners against his humanitarian or commercial interests

  somewhere in the world, was no more a myth than his strongly worded letter to The Times, urging the Admiralty to despatch a gunboat forthwith to restore order and uphold the national honour.

  Readers of ‘The Thunderer’ apart, Her Majesty’s Government received regular requests for gunboat assistance, sometimes at the rate of two or three a month, from the Foreign and

  Colonial Offices, colonial governors, consuls in dusty, unheard-of towns, and merchants at home and abroad. Such requests were usually granted and, more often than not, the problem was dealt with

  quickly and efficiently.




  Such a degree of restlessness sits uneasily with the cosy picture we have inherited of a prosperous Great Britain, the workshop of the world, basking in the warmth of the long Victorian summer

  as, one after another, large tracts of territory were proudly added to her colonial Empire, the security of which rested on the Pax Britannica imposed by the mighty Royal Navy. Such, in

  fact, was the view common at the end of Victoria’s long reign, although if we were to examine its origins a little more closely we should see that nothing was really quite what it seemed.




  The business of the United Kingdom has, quite simply, always been business. Trade, went the saying, followed the flag, yet in reality the reverse was true. Wherever there was business to be

  done, the traders arrived first. More often than not, they saw to it that the local ruler benefited from their presence and thus inadvertently created a British sphere of influence.




  At the moment when Queen Victoria ascended the throne, annexation and colonisation did not form part of anyone’s agenda. True, colonies existed in Canada, Australia and South Africa;

  likewise, islands in the West Indies, of immense financial worth during the 18th and early 19th centuries because of their sugar crops, also retained colonial status despite

  their declining importance, as did Malta and other islands captured during the Napoleonic Wars because of their strategic importance. These were a fact of life, but as regards the establishment of

  further colonies on the land masses of Africa, Asia and the Americas, the government was firmly opposed to the idea of expansion, largely because they were unlikely to repay the cost of their

  administration and defence. Colonies, too, could be a source of trouble, witness the revolt of thirteen former American colonies, still within the memory of some, and the more recent disintegration

  of Spain’s American empire. In this context it is worth remembering that India, regarded as the very jewel of the Imperial Crown at the end of Victoria’s reign, was administered by a

  commercial organisation, the Honourable East India Company, until the Great Mutiny of 1857.




  Yet, human nature being what it is, change was constant. Local rulers within trading spheres might play off British and competing interests against each other for their own personal advantage,

  or the area might be troubled by dynastic struggles, civil unrest or even invasion by jealous neighbours keen to lay hands on the wealth created by commercially induced profit. There were, too,

  unexpected causes of friction. The Victorians, living in a stable, prosperous society that practised religion to a much greater degree than is the case today, felt that they had a moral duty to

  export the benefits of civilisation to less fortunate peoples in Africa and Asia. Unfortunately, attempts by missionaries to preach the Gospel, and the protracted struggle to suppress the evil but

  lucrative slave trade were just two of several areas which seriously upset local vested interests.




  As the Industrial Revolution reached its full potential, British ships carrying British manufactured goods of every kind from railway locomotives to sewing machines delivered their cargoes to

  every quarter of the globe, returning home with raw materials, foodstuffs and luxury items. The figures involved grew to such proportions that trading companies in Africa and the Far East were able

  to exert considerable political influence and demand protection for their interests in times of trouble. Sometimes, armed intervention was the only way of restoring stability, and if that did not

  work the first time around, annexation would follow. Even then, indirect rule through local kings and chiefs was the preferred method of governing these new and not altogether

  welcome colonies, coupled with an incorruptible civil service and legal system. Most of their inhabitants welcomed the subsequent rule of law, stability and improved communications which enabled

  them to live out their lives in peace and share in the area’s growing prosperity. Thus, large areas of the map became red, almost by accident.




  The colonisation process during the latter part of Victoria’s reign was somewhat different. Some European nations, feeling that Great Britain’s now pre-eminent position in the world

  detracted from their own interests and prestige, began acquiring colonies of their own. The result was, inter alia, the so-called Scramble for Africa, in which, for strategic or commercial

  reasons, the United Kingdom found it necessary to lay formal claim to hitherto unannexed territories in order to deny them to others.




  The process could not have been completed without the Pax Britannica imposed by the Royal Navy on the high seas. The term is, perhaps, a little misleading, for in the final analysis it

  meant the imposition of stable maritime trading conditions by the United Kingdom in its accidental role as world policeman. In reality, there were very few days when, somewhere around the globe,

  the Royal Navy and the British and Indian Armies were not engaged in active operations.




  Likewise, our picture of the Royal Navy itself has been somewhat coloured by the post-Victorian afterglow. Throughout the 19th century the two influences which simultaneously dominated naval

  life were the Treasury’s parsimony and a continuous process of technical innovation. Once Napoleon had been safely packed off to St Helena, the Admiralty was forced to cut the Navy’s

  strength dramatically. By 1817 it had been reduced to just 19,000 men. This figure would rise slowly as commitments expanded, but the cut had gone too deep, and full mobilisation for the Crimean

  War was delayed because many ships were unable to complete their crews. Thereafter, a naval career was made more attractive by providing the ordinary seaman with a uniform, better pay and

  conditions of service, and a career structure.




  The first technical problem requiring the Navy’s attention was steam, and in this its initial reaction mirrored that of many commercial shipowners who declared they

  would only resort to it when coal was as cheap as wind. Furthermore, said the latter, what was the point of stuffing hulls with costly machinery and coal bunkers at the expense of paying cargo?

  However, once their competitors began running regular scheduled services regardless of wind and tide, their opinions changed. Likewise, the more conservative admirals were quick to point out that

  installation of furnaces, engines and boilers meant the removal of guns and crew accommodation, that trained personnel would be needed to service them, and that, worst of all, standards of

  seamanship would inevitably decline. What they could not deny was that steam provided tactical flexibility, a point which would certainly not be lost on the Navy’s enemies. Steam therefore

  became a reality for both merchant vessels and warships, although difficulties remained. One was that until ships could be built large enough to stow sufficient fuel for an ocean voyage and still

  perform their intended function, or coaling stations could be established along the major trade routes, engines performed an auxiliary function and the retention of sail was necessary. Sails, in

  fact, did not disappear from major warship design until the last quarter of the century.




  A second difficulty lay in the application of steam propulsion, which could be by paddle or screw. Side paddles enabled a warship to turn within her own axis in calm water, but they exerted a

  severe drag when the vessel was under sail alone. Because so little was known about their design at the time, screws also exerted a drag, although when not in use they could be raised clear of the

  water. As to which was the more efficient, the argument was resolved in 1845 by a tug-of-war between two sloops, the paddler Alecto and the screw-driven Rattler, won easily by the

  latter. However, as we shall see, circumstances could arise where the paddle was really the only viable alternative.




  As technology expanded, the Royal Navy was forced to address many other technical questions. The traditional ‘wooden wall’ battleship was terribly vulnerable to explosive shells and

  was clearly obsolete by the 1860s. The ironclad hull provided some protection, and from this the steel hull protected by armour plate was a logical development. Gun and ammunition technology also

  expanded apace. Bigger guns were unsuited to broadside mounting and instead were positioned on the vessel’s centre line with swivelling carriages that enabled them to

  fire to port or starboard. In due course, this led to protected barbette mountings and ultimately to enclosed armoured turrets. The transition from smooth-bore cannon to rifled gun was less

  straightforward. Rifling to produce better accuracy and range did not present serious problems, but rifled breech-loading guns introduced in the late 1850s contained a dangerous design flaw and for

  a while a reversion was made to rifled muzzle-loading. Once more efficient breech-closing mechanisms such as the interrupted screw or sliding block made their appearance, it was possible to adopt

  breech-loading as standard. Curiously, the machine gun found greater favour with the Navy than it did with the Army. Towards the end of the period other weapons, including the mine (originally

  known as the torpedo) and the automotive torpedo, and new classes of warship such as the submarine and the torpedo boat, also began to impact seriously on naval thought.




  It can thus be seen that, with constant development in hull design, motive power, gunnery and protection, Queen Victoria’s Navy lived in a state of constant change. Hardly had a warship

  been built than she was overtaken by some new improvement in one form or another. The same was naturally true of all navies, and for this reason the Royal Navy was able to maintain its dominant

  strength, which was set as being equal to that of any two possible antagonists acting in concert.




  After the Napoleonic Wars, it fought very few major engagements. In 1816, accompanied by a Dutch frigate squadron, it bombarded Algiers with the object of destroying the power of the Barbary

  pirates; in 1827, during the Greek War of Independence, it was joined by French and Russian warships and destroyed a Turkish-Egyptian fleet at Navarino; and during the Crimean War it mounted major

  operations in the Baltic and Black Seas.




  For most of the time, however, much of the Royal Navy was underemployed. Its primary responsibility remained the defence of the United Kingdom and the greater portion of its strength was

  retained in home waters. A sizeable presence was also maintained in the Mediterranean, partly to preserve British interests in the Middle East, and partly to keep an eye on the French fleet in

  Toulon, the departure of which to reinforce its Atlantic brethren, so producing a dangerous multiplication of French strength in the Channel, remained an Admiralty nightmare

  for many years. A presence was maintained in North America and the West Indies, China, the East Indies, Australia, the Pacific and South and West Africa, but the global projection of squadrons of

  capital ships, in the modern sense, was not within the Navy’s immediate power, and for that reason most of its business in distant seas remained the responsibility of smaller warships.




  That business included exploration and hydrography, the suppression of the slave trade, and the preservation of secure trading conditions, which involved intervention to protect British

  interests and eliminating piracy. The expanding markets of the East Indies and the China Seas in particular swarmed with pirates who were quite beyond the control of their nominal rulers. To escape

  the Navy, pirates and slavers alike would vanish up rivers or take refuge in shallow coastal waters where the warships were unable to follow. If a sailing warship entered a river, her progress was

  governed by wind and current, both of which might be against her. Of necessity, resort was often made to boat action, but as pirates and slavers liked to operate from protected bases, the available

  armament might be inadequate to deal with these. Experience during the thirty years from the 1820s onwards confirmed that much better results could be obtained using steam-powered gunboats.




  In Nelsonian terms a gunboat was simply a boat with a gun propelled by oars or sweeps. What was required now, however, was a shallow-draught, paddle-or screw-driven steamer with remarkably high

  firepower for her size, capable of chastising the enemy in his own shallow waters. Unfortunately, while the Treasury approved of the use of small warships on distant stations because they were

  economic, it still imposed strict limits on the Naval Estimates and the Admiralty, forced to work within these constraints, was painfully slow to react.




  It was the Crimean War which revealed that to produce tangible results the Navy needed gunboats that could carry the war to the enemy in the shallow waters of the Baltic and the Sea of Azov. The

  government of the day, flayed by the press and in Parliament for its bungling mismanagement of the war, was suddenly eager to make funds available. The Naval Expenditure for

  1853, the last year before the war, amounted to £7 million. In 1854 it soared to £15 million and in 1855 to £19.6 million. Suddenly, far more gunboats were being built than the

  Navy could ever use. Many were never commissioned and rotted their lives away in reserve. Once this type of warship became a reality, however, it evolved by classes as did any other, beginning with

  the wooden Gleaner class of 1854 (216 tons, single screw 60 hp reciprocating engine producing a maximum speed of 8 knots, armament 1 x 68-pounder SBML, 1 x 32-pounder SBML and 2 x 24-pounder

  howitzers, complement 36 officers and ratings) to the steel Cadmus class of 1900 (1070 tons, twin-screw 1400 hp triple-expansion engine producing a maximum speed of 13 knots, armament 6 x

  4-inch QF and 4 x 3-pounder guns, complement 120 officers and ratings). Strictly speaking, the evolutionary process also included gunvessels, which drew more water and were better suited to ocean

  work, and sloops, a term which was applied to smaller warships other than specialised craft. Nevertheless, as they were often required to perform the gunboat role, some of their activities have

  been included, where appropriate.




  The layout of the gunboat was, of course, influenced by its shallow draught, which meant that much of the machinery and accommodation spaces lay above the waterline. The danger inherent in this

  was that boilers and steam pipes were vulnerable to enemy fire. Thus, not only was the vessel likely to be immobilised if the machinery spaces were penetrated, the engine room crew were at greater

  risk of being scalded to death than in any other type of steam-driven warship. In any sort of sea the gunboat’s almost flat bottom ensured that it would roll horribly and, by its very nature,

  it was a very crowded little vessel in which officers and men lived on top of each other for months on end. In command was a junior officer whose powers of leadership had to be of a high order if

  morale was to be maintained. Often operating in isolation, he had to rely on his own judgement to restore a troubled situation, and sometimes he led landing parties in pursuit of his quarry. This

  was, perhaps, the last era in history when, unfettered by global communications, the junior naval officer could exercise his initiative to the full in the Hornblower tradition. Modern diplomats,

  profoundly expert in the art of polite inactivity, would be reduced to apoplectic incoherence by some of his activities, but the contemporary view was that results were what

  counted and the fait accompli was just that. There were, of course, dangers present in such a system and, as we shall see, it was inevitable that some individuals would overstep the

  mark.




  Across the Atlantic, river gunboats played a most important if now largely forgotten part in securing a victory for the Union during the American Civil War. As control of the Mississippi and its

  tributaries formed an essential part of the strategy of both sides, North and South alike ingeniously converted side- and stern-wheel river steamers into protected gunboats. These not only engaged

  fortifications and troops ashore, but each other as well, fighting battles in which the ram sometimes proved to be an effective substitute for gunfire.




  Under the command of British officers, a number of whom would achieve even greater fame in World War I, stern-wheel river gunboats also played an important, and sometimes hair-raising, role on

  the Nile during the Gordon Relief Expedition of 1885 and the reconquest of the Sudan 1896–8. Some of the gunboats were purpose-built for the latter campaign, being shipped from the United

  Kingdom in sections.




  By the turn of the century the reasons which had brought the gunboat into being had largely vanished, save in China, where unsettled conditions and a degree of piracy still existed. Elsewhere,

  pirates had long since learned the folly of tangling with warships and were a dying breed. The slave trade, too, had nominally become a dead issue. In the colonies the rule of law had become firmly

  established. Where once gunboats ruled unchallenged, the colonial powers now preferred to demonstrate their status, as much for the benefit of other powers as for the indigenous population, by

  keeping much larger cruisers in the offing. It seemed as though the gunboats’ work was done. Apparently there was no place for them in Admiral Sir John Fisher’s modern Navy, with its

  big-gun battleships, powerful cruisers and flotillas of fast destroyers. Their numbers had been falling for some years and many of the survivors were now summoned home, sold, scrapped or reduced to

  mundane harbour duties, their crews dispersed among larger warships.




  In fact, the gunboats’ work was far from done. During World War I the German cruiser Königsberg, having taken refuge up the Rufiji River in German East

  Africa, was shelled to destruction by two river monitors, which were themselves an extension of the gunboat idea in that they were armed with battleship guns mounted on a shallow-draught hull. It

  was also in East Africa that one of the most remarkable gunboat adventures of all took place, providing C. S. Forester with the inspiration for his novel The African Queen. Lake Tanganyika

  was completely dominated by three German gunboats which exercised a paralysing effect on Allied troop movements in the area. The Navy’s response was to ship two very small petrol-driven

  gunboats to Cape Town, whence they travelled 3000 miles by rail, along bush tracks hauled by traction engines or oxen, and down barely navigable rivers. Incredibly, their mission was a complete

  success, one of their opponents being captured, a second sunk and the third scuttled. The major part of gunboat activity during World War I, however, was undertaken by the new Insect class, which

  had been optimistically built for service on the Danube to support Serbian forces against the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In the event, they were employed in the Middle East where, on the Tigris, they

  experienced first remarkable success, then failure and frustration, and finally complete victory.




  In the immediate aftermath of World War I, several Insects served with the Allied Intervention forces on north Russian rivers during the Civil War between the Whites and the Reds. Because of the

  unsettled state of central Europe, others patrolled the Danube, where one ferried the Austro-Hungarian Emperor Karl into exile following his abortive attempt to regain his throne in 1921. Others,

  again, went to China, where their traditional task of preserving order on the rivers was complicated by warlords who had seized local power following the overthrow of the Imperial dynasty. During

  the 1930s matters became even more complicated when the Japanese invaded. A British gunboat was damaged by shellfire and an American gunboat was sunk by air attack. The Japanese apologised, but

  their aggressive intentions were now apparent.




  World War II saw the Insects in action in most theatres of war, but they were most successful serving with the Inshore Squadron which harassed the Axis armies in North

  Africa. Elsewhere in the Mediterranean they were present at the capture of Pantellaria and Elba as well as the invasion of southern France. On one occasion two of these now rather elderly warships

  emerged victorious from a sea battle with modern German corvettes.




  It was the fall of Singapore in 1942 which destroyed the prestige of the colonial powers in the Far East. After the war ended, it quickly became apparent that the old days had gone forever.

  Symbolic of this, and an epic very much in the gunboat tradition, was the escape of the frigate Amethyst down the Yangtse in 1949, an incident which caused her would-be communist captors

  much loss of face. Yet far from leaving the stage of history quietly, the gunboat went on to achieve new levels of sophistication, for in riverine operations in southern Vietnam the Americans not

  only employed gunboats, monitors and troop carriers that bore a startling if superficial resemblance to those used on the Mississippi a century earlier, but also floating artillery platforms and

  air cushion vehicles capable of travelling across water, swamp or dry land.




  My purpose, however, is not to trace the technical history of the gunboat, which has been set down very adequately elsewhere, as indeed has the political background to its uses. Nor is it to

  provide a complete chronicle of gunboat operations, for that would require several volumes. Rather it is to tell something of the story of those who served aboard these little ships and the manner

  in which they performed the various tasks they were set. Their actions demonstrated the qualities of high courage, leadership, self-sacrifice, independence, initiative, ingenuity and sometimes an

  astonishing impudence. Before he has penetrated very far into this somewhat neglected area of naval history the reader will probably share my conviction that fiction is seldom as remarkable, or as

  exciting and inspirational, as truth.




   




  Bryan Perrett
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  LITTLE SHIPS, BIG WAR




  Gunboat Operations During the Crimean War, 1854–5




   




   




   




   




  In 1853 Tsar Nicholas I of Russia used the excuse of a brawl between Roman Catholic and Greek Orthodox monks in Bethlehem to proclaim himself the

  guardian of the Ottoman Empire’s fourteen million Orthodox Christians. What he really wanted was Russian access to the Mediterranean through the Bosporus and the Dardanelles, and he was quite

  prepared to set about the virtual dismemberment of Turkey to achieve this. In his new-found capacity as religious champion, therefore, he demanded a number of concessions from the Sultan, knowing

  full well that their nature was such that no self-respecting sovereign could possibly grant them. Having, as anticipated, been rebuffed, in July he sent his troops to occupy Turkish provinces in

  Romania.




  Unfortunately, he encountered unexpected opposition. France, now ruled by Napoleon III, regarded herself as the traditional protector of Roman Catholic interests in the Holy Land and was not

  prepared to have these ridden over by Russia. Simultaneously, Great Britain disliked the idea of the naval balance in the Mediterranean being disturbed by the intrusion of a Russian fleet. The

  despatch of British and French warships to Constantinople stiffened the Sultan’s resolve and on 4 November he declared war on Russia.




  On land, the Turks did unexpectedly well, but on 30 November the Russian fleet destroyed a Turkish squadron in Sinope harbour. In January 1854 the Anglo-French fleet entered the Black Sea to

  protect the Turkish coastline and on 28 March the Allies declared war on Russia. At this juncture the Tsar’s adventure turned sour, for the following month Austria, with Prussian support,

  threatened to intervene unless he withdrew his troops from the Balkans. Reluctantly, he complied, but wrecked the ensuing peace talks by insisting on his right to pursue his bullying quarrel with

  Turkey. The Allies therefore decided to land an expeditionary force in the Crimea with the object of capturing and destroying the heavily fortified Russian naval base of Sevastopol.




  The mismanagement of the British part of the land campaign, the blunderings of elderly or incompetent generals, the superlative courage of the troops and their terrible

  sufferings during the first winter of the war have all been so thoroughly covered elsewhere that there is no need to enlarge upon them here. Suffice it to say that while siege works were opened

  against the city and naval facilities of Sevastopol, lying on the southern side of a deep inlet, the term siege was not entirely appropriate as the inlet’s northern shore remained in Russian

  hands. Consequently, reinforcements and supplies continued to pour across the harbour by a bridge of boats while, to make matters yet more difficult for the Allies, a large Russian field army

  hovered in the Crimea’s hinterland.




  The naval operations of what became known as the Crimean War were conducted in the Black Sea and the Baltic, with peripheral operations in the White Sea and the Far East. In some respects the

  Royal Navy was unprepared for a major war. Some of the admirals were as elderly and infirm of purpose as the generals, and so low were manning levels that ships of the Baltic Fleet were unable to

  complete their crews months after the war had begun. In the Black Sea, naval bombardment of Sevastopol’s coastal forts produced inconclusive results. In the Baltic the Russians declined to

  come out and fight, and ice put an early end to operations. Thus, beyond imposing a blockade on an essentially self-sufficient land power and disrupting such seaborne trade as it possessed, the

  naval operations of 1854 ended on a thoroughly unsatisfactory note.




  The nub of the problem was that the line-of-battle ships, inhibited by large areas of shallow water in both the Black Sea and the Baltic, simply could not get close enough to do the enemy any

  real damage. What was needed were small, shallow-draught steam-propelled vessels with enough hitting power to hurt. As luck would have it, the Admiralty had already initiated a modest construction

  programme, intending to replace its sailing gun-brigs, the smallest ocean-going warships, with little screw steamers, and six such vessels, the Arrow class, were already in service.

  Recognising that these would be able to get within effective range of the Russian defences, the Admiralty also agreed that large numbers of such craft would be less vulnerable to return fire than larger ships. It was therefore decided to build four classes of what were called Crimean gunboats. The government, stung into action by press criticism of its handling

  of the war, willingly consented to a large construction programme; in fact, no less than 156 warships of this type were ordered, although some were completed too late to take part in the war and

  others, built hastily from green wood, were allowed to rot in an unfinished state.




  The Crimean gunboats had a flat-bottomed hull and were powered by 20, 40 or 60 hp steam engines driving a single screw, giving a speed of between six and eight knots. The three gaff-rigged masts

  were stepped in tabernacles on the upper deck, through which protruded a tall, thin funnel. Armament consisted of two or three 68-pounder guns on slides, centrally mounted so that they could be

  moved over iron traversing rings to fire over either side. Later classes were armed with 32-pounder guns, also on slides, and 24-pounder howitzers on conventional trucks. Below decks, two-thirds of

  the available space was taken up by the engine, boiler, coal bunkers, water tanks, ration lockers and magazines. Fortunately, because of the simple sail plan and limited armament, only 35 men were

  required to handle the vessel. The men lived forward of the engine room and the two officers in a small space aft. Usually, a gunboat was a lieutenant’s command but such was the rate of

  expansion during the war that some were commanded by masters, i.e. senior warrant officers.




  The Baltic Fleet which returned to its station under Rear Admiral the Hon. Richard Dundas in May 1855 was very different from that which had gone out the previous year in that it consisted

  entirely of steam-driven vessels and contained numerous small craft suited to operations in cramped or shallow waters. These included seventeen mortar vessels and the gunboats Gleaner, Pelter,

  Pincher, Ruby, Badger, Snapper, Biter, Dapper, Jackdaw, Magpie, Redwing, Skylark, Snap, Starling, Stork, Swinger, Thistle, Weazel and Lark. The nature of their operations, however,

  continued much as before. The Russian Navy remained safe behind its massive defences in Kronstadt harbour, which, it was discovered, had been further protected with moored contact mines. In other

  respects, the Allied effort produced only the occupation of several islands, the elimination of a few batteries and the capture of some small vessels which had risked the

  blockade. Dundas and his French colleague, Rear Admiral Penaud, both came under pressure from home to produce more tangible results, but as an attack on Kronstadt was out of the question, their

  difficulty lay in choosing a suitable objective. Some officers were for bombarding the prosperous city of Helsingfors (Helsinki), the destruction of which would have a profound effect on public

  opinion in Russia. This idea was rejected in favour of a bombardment of the neighbouring fortress of Sveaborg, which was built on several interconnected islands including Vargon, Gustafsvaard, East

  Svarto, West Svarto and Lilla Svarto.The fortifications were of modern design, were fully manned and mounted over 800 guns. Channels to the north and south of the islands were blocked by two ships

  of the line, moored broadside on.




  

    [image: ]


  




  On the morning of 9 August the British and French mortar vessels formed a line approximately 3300 yards from the fortifications, opening fire at 07:00. The gunboats Stork

  and Snapper, armed with the new Lancaster guns, circling to the right of the line, concentrated their fire on the Russian warship blocking the southern channel. To their left

  Starling, Thistle, Pelter, Biter and Badger circled as they fired at the western batteries, while to their left the rest of the defences were engaged by circles

  containing Vulture, Snap, Gleaner, Dapper and Redwing. To the north, two more gunboats, Magpie and Weazel, exchanged fire with a detached battery on

  the island of Stora Rantan, covering the channel in which the second Russian warship was moored. The course of the action is described by Admiral Dundas in his despatch.




  

    

      

        A rapid fire of shot and shells was kept up from the fortress for the first few hours upon the gunboats, and the ranges of the heavy batteries extended completely beyond

        the mortar vessels; but the continued motion of the gunboats, and the able manner in which they were conducted by the officers who commanded them, enabled them to return the fire with great

        spirit, and almost with impunity throughout the day. About ten o’clock in the forenoon fires began first to be observed in the different buildings, and a heavy

        explosion took place on the island of Vargon, which was followed by a second about an hour afterwards on the island of Gustafsvaard, inflicting much damage upon the defences of the enemy, and

        tending greatly to slacken the fire from that direction. The advantage of the rapidity with which the fire from the mortars had been directed was apparent in the continued fresh

        conflagrations which spread extensively on the island of Vargon.
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  When the gunboats were recalled at sunset the fleet’s boats took over, firing rockets which spread the blaze from Vargon to East Svarto. Dundas continues:




  

    

      

        At daylight on the morning of the 10th, the position of several mortar vessels had been advanced within easier range, and the gunboats were again directed to engage. The

        three-decked ship which had been moored by the enemy to block and defend the channel between Gustafsvaard and Bakholmen, had been withdrawn during the night to a more secure position; but the

        fire from the batteries was increased, and the engagement was renewed with activity on both sides. Fires continued to burn without intermission within the fortress, and about noon a column of

        smoke, heavier and darker than any which had yet been observed, gave signs that the shells had reached combustible materials in the direction of the arsenal.


      


    


  




  The bombardment continued for much of the night. A spy later reported that the dockyard had been wrecked, all government stores destroyed, the powder magazines blown up, 23

  vessels burned and a further 18 seriously damaged, and 2000 men killed. This may well be an exaggeration of the true position although it was clear that extensive damage had been done. It is

  possible that the attack would have continued, but by the morning of the 11th the British mortars had been shot out to the extent that some had even split. As replacements would not reach the Baltic before the onset of winter, the mortar vessels were therefore sent home a month before the rest of the fleet. The gunboats, on the other hand, had proved

  themselves equal to the task for which they had been built, to the extent that Allied casualties amounted to just one man killed and several wounded. Nevertheless, it was to be with the Black Sea

  Fleet that their true potential was demonstrated.




  The Black Sea Fleet, commanded by Vice Admiral James Dundas, was less troubled by winter than that commanded by his namesake in the Baltic, and in view of the stand-off at Sevastopol

  consideration had been given to ejecting the enemy by means of an indirect approach rather than head-on attack. Russian roads were primitive, difficult to use in winter and almost impossible during

  the rasputitsa, the spring thaw which turned them into mud wallows. Consequently, it was much easier for the Russians to supply their troops in the Crimea by means of water transport, using

  rivers and the Sea of Azov.




  Disrupting this traffic had not been possible the previous year because the Allied navies lacked suitable warships capable of penetrating the shallow waters of the Azov. By the spring of 1855,

  however, this defect had been remedied, although before operations against the Russian supply line could commence it was necessary to secure control of the Straits of Kerch, which provided the only

  entrance to this otherwise landlocked sea. This was accomplished on 24 May by an Allied amphibious operation involving heavy and light squadrons plus landing forces consisting of 7000 French, 5000

  Turkish and 3500 British troops as well as a Sardinian contingent. On both sides of the straits the enemy abandoned their positions with barely a token resistance, blew up their fortifications,

  abandoned about 100 guns, destroyed stores, provisions and ammunition, and burned such warships as were unable to make good their escape. In simply handing the Allies the keys of the Sea of Azov

  the Russians made their most critical mistake of the war.




  The British light squadron, commanded by Captain Edmund Lyons, included several paddle-driven warships and the new screw gunboats Wrangler, Viper, Lynx, Arrow,

  Snake and Beagle. Even while operations were in progress to secure the straits, Lieutenant Henry McKillop, commanding the Snake, spotted a Russian warship of comparable size attempting to escape northwards. Ignoring the enemy fortifications, he promptly gave chase. No sooner had the two ships begun exchanging shots than two more Russian

  warships emerged to support their comrade, leaving Snake simultaneously engaged with three opponents. The gunboat, however, was extremely handy, and the Russians, no doubt expecting her to

  engage with conventionally mounted broadside guns, found themselves receiving fire from unexpected directions as the centrally mounted armament was heaved round to bear on each of them in turn.

  Several of their shots passed clean through Snake, fortunately without causing casualties or touching a vital area. On the other hand, taking a hit from one of the gunboat’s 68-pounder

  shells was a serious matter for a small warship, leaving the Russians horrified that their apparently puny opponent could hit quite so hard. They had probably had enough by the time the six-gun

  paddler Recruit, followed by others, came thrashing her way towards the engagement, for they deliberately ran themselves aground and later set fire to their ships. The action took place

  within view of the Allied fleet, the French in particular being generous with their praise. McKillop was promoted commander as soon as he had completed his necessary period of sea time, with

  seniority from the date of his exploit.




  Having been reinforced with several French ships, Lyons took his light squadron into the Sea of Azov the following day. As one contemporary observer, Hamilton Williams, wrote:




  

    

      

        It was like bursting into a vast treasure house, crammed with wealth of inestimable value. For miles along its shores stretched the countless storehouses packed with the

        accumulated harvests of the great corn provinces of Russia. From them the Russian armies in the field were fed; from them the beleaguered population of Sevastopol looked for preservation from

        the famine which already pressed hard upon them.


      


    


  




  Furthermore, on the Kerch Straits themselves, the towns of Kerch and Yenikale contained coal stocks amounting to 12,000 tons, which would keep the Allied

  fleet going for a considerable period without recourse to its own colliers.




  Lyons’s ships proceeded to raise hell across the widest possible area. One was sent to cruise off the mouth of the Don, while two more were detached to Genichesk at the entrance to the

  Swash or Putrid Sea, a stretch of water separating the north-eastern coast of the Crimea from the Sea of Azov proper by a thin 70-mile-long spit of land known as the Tongue of Arabat. On 28 May the

  rest of the squadron bombarded Fort Arabat, situated at the mainland end of the Tongue. The engagement lasted some 90 minutes, at the end of which the defence works were wrecked by an internal

  explosion. Next day the squadron moved to Genichesk, where a landing party under Lieutenant Campbell Mackenzie set fire to storehouses and numerous ships in the harbour. A sudden change of wind

  direction would have reduced the amount of damage caused had not two officers, Lieutenants Cecil Buckley and Hugh Burgoyne, and Gunner John Roberts, returned ashore and started fresh fires where

  they would do most good, despite the presence of enemy troops and being beyond the gunfire support of their ships; all three were awarded the Victoria Cross.




  Many Russian ships had fled from the Black Sea to the imagined security of the Azov as soon as the war had begun, and consequently the harbours of the latter were crowded. Just four days into

  his mission, Lyons was able to report that the enemy’s losses thus far amounted to four naval steamers, no less than 246 merchant vessels of various types, plus supplies of corn and flour

  sufficient to feed 100,000 men for twelve weeks.




  At the beginning of June the light squadron, reinforced with twelve launches armed with 24-pounder howitzers and rockets, began operating in the Gulf of Taganrog. When, on 3 June, the governor

  of Taganrog itself declined to surrender, some of the town’s storehouses were set ablaze by fire from the boats. As this did not produce quite the desired result, Lieutenant Cecil Buckley and

  Boatswain Henry Cooper braved the fire of the 3500-strong Russian garrison to make repeated landings from a four-oared gig and start fresh blazes. By 15:00 the storehouses and most of the town were

  burning fiercely and the force withdrew. Boatswain Cooper received the Victoria Cross for his part in the action. On the 5th it was the turn of Mariupol and on the 6th Yeysk,

  all government stores in both places being destroyed. The situation now was that sea power was not simply disrupting the supplies of the Russian forces in the Crimea, but also those of the army

  fighting the Turks in the Caucasus as well. Having completed the first phase of its operations, the light squadron returned to Kerch where Lyons handed over to Commander Sherard Osborn. Sadly, on

  17 June, Lyons received a mortal wound while taking part in a further bombardment of Sevastopol’s sea forts.




  Having replenished, the light squadron returned to its work of destruction. On 27 June a landing party destroyed a convoy of wagons near Genichesk, which was also the scene of a lively action on

  3 July. On the latter occasion the gunboat Beagle, commanded by Lieutenant William Hewitt, attacked the floating bridge connecting the town with the northern extremity of the Tongue of

  Arabat, which provided a major supply route into the Crimea. While the gunboat gave covering fire, Hewitt sent two boats to cut the bridge’s hawsers. With the Russians lining the beach only

  80 yards distant, as well as shooting from nearby houses, this was a desperate business. Despite this, although the boats were riddled, only two men were wounded. The hawsers were cut under heavy

  fire by Seaman Joseph Trewavas, who received a minor wound while hacking at them. Trewavas was awarded the Victoria Cross. Simultaneously, the last remaining floating bridge between the Tongue of

  Arabat and the Crimea was burned by the paddle gunboat Curlew.




  It was now apparent that the light squadron, and the new gunboats in particular, could go wherever they wanted and the Russians were powerless to stop them. Some extracts from Osborn’s

  despatches convey the daily nature of operations.




  

    

      

        Delayed by the weather, we did not reach Berdyansk until July 15th. I hoisted a flag of truce in order, if possible, to get the women and children removed from the town;

        but, as we met with no reply, and the surf rendered landing extremely hazardous, I hauled it down and the squadron commenced to fire over the town at the forage and

        corn-stacks behind it; and I soon had the satisfaction of seeing a fire break out exactly where it was wanted. It became necessary to move into deeper water for the night; and, from our

        distant anchorage, the fires were seen burning throughout the night.




        On the 16th the Allied squadron proceeded to Fort Petrovski, between Berdyansk and Mariupol. At 9.30 a.m., all arrangements having been made, the squadron took up their

        positions, the light-draught gunboats taking up stations east and west of the fort, and enfilading the works front and rear, whilst the heavier vessels formed a semicircle round the fort. The

        heavy nature of our ordnance soon not only forced the garrison to retire from the trenches, but also kept at a respectable distance the reserve force, consisting of three strong battalions of

        infantry and two squadrons of cavalry. We then commenced to fire with carcasses (i.e. incendiary shells) but, although partially successful, I was obliged to send the light boats of the

        squadron to complete the destruction of the fort and batteries, a duty I entrusted to Lieutenant Hubert Campion. Although the enemy, from an earthwork to the rear, opened a sharp fire on our

        men, Lieutenant Campion completed this service in the most able manner. Leaving the Swallow to check any attempt of the enemy to reoccupy the fort, the rest of the squadron proceeded

        to destroy great quantities of forage, and some of the most extensive fisheries, situated upon the White House Spit.




        On July 17th, in consequence of information received of extensive depots of corn and forage existing at a town called Glafirovka upon the Asiatic coast, near Yeysk, I

        proceeded there with the squadron. The Vesuvius and Swallow were obliged to anchor some distance offshore. I therefore sent Commander Rowley Lambert (Curlew) with the

        gunboats Fancy, Grinder, Boxer, Cracker, Jasper, Wrangler and the boats of Vesuvius and Swallow. He found Glafirovka and its

        neighbourhood swarming with cavalry and therefore very properly confined his operations to destroying some very extensive corn and fish stores.




        I next proceeded to the Crooked Spit in the Gulf of Azov (Taganrog) on the 18th; and I immediately ordered Commander Craufurd, in the Swallow, supported by the

        gunboats Grinder, Boxer and Cracker, and the boats of Vesuvius, Fancy and Curlew, to clear the spit and destroy the great fishing establishments

        situated upon it. While this service was being executed, I reconnoitred the mouth of the river Mius, 15.miles west of Taganrog, in HMS Jasper. The shallow nature of the coast would not

        allow us to approach within a mile and three-quarters of Fort Temenos. I returned to the same place, accompanied by the boats of HMS Vesuvius and Curlew, and HM gunboats

        Cracker, Boxer and Jasper. When we got to Fort Temenos and the usual Cossack picket had been driven off, I and Commander Lambert proceeded at once with the light boats up

        the river. When immediately under Fort Temenos, which stands upon a steep escarp of 80 feet, we found ourselves looked down upon by a large body of both horse and foot, lining the ditch and

        parapet of the work. Landing on the opposite bank, at good rifle-shot distance, one boat’s crew under Lieutenant Rowley was sent to destroy a collection of launches and a fishery,

        whilst a careful and steady fire of Minie rifles kept the Russians from advancing on us. We returned to the vessels, passing within pistol-shot of the Russian ambuscade.




        On July 19th I reconnoitred Taganrog in the Jasper gunboat. A new battery was being constructed on the heights near the hospital, but, although two shots were

        thrown into it, it did not reply. To put a stop to all traffic and to harass the enemy in this neighbourhood, I ordered Commander Craufurd to remain in the Gulf with two gunboats.
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