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Portrait of Sir Horatio Hornblower, K. B., painted by Sir William Beechey, R. A., in 1811 and now in the possession of the present Viscount Hornblower
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Preface

THE LIFE of Admiral of the Fleet the Viscount Hornblower, G.C.B., has been vividly described by the late Mr C. S. Forester, to whose memory the present work is dedicated. He wrote twelve Hornblower books over thirty years and they would have sufficed, in themselves, to place him among the leading writers of his day. He was the author, in fact, of many other volumes, all good of their kind and some of them incomparable; but to lovers of the sea the books in which Hornblower is the hero have an enduring magic of their own. They have given pleasure and inspiration to readers throughout the world.


For the basic facts about the Admiral’s career Mr Forester relied, it is known, upon the letter-books and collected correspondence which the 4th Viscount handed over to the Royal Naval College, Greenwich, in 1927. This material, now in the National Maritime Museum, had all been stored in the attic of Lord Hornblower’s town house, 129 Bond Street, from which it was after transferred to the family’s later town house in Wilton Street, Knightsbridge. There can be no doubt that Mr Forester, like the 4th Viscount, regarded this collection as complete. Unknown to them both, however, the old Admiral had lodged a letter with the County Bank, Maidstone, addressed to his most direct descendant and not to be opened until a hundred years after the date of his death. The County Bank was eventually absorbed by the Westminster Bank Ltd, 3 and 4 High Street, and it is much to the Manager’s credit that he actually produced this letter on January 12th, 1957, notifying the 5th Viscount of the document’s existence. The late Lord Hornblower was superstitious in his later years and recoiled from the idea of discovering what his famous ancestor had to say to him. He spoke about the letter, however, to several naval historians, including the present author. On his death, therefore, in 1968, I wrote to his successor in the title and asked leave to see the unopened letter. To this the 6th Viscount did not agree. Writing from Braamfontein in the Transvaal, he authorised me, however, to collect the letter on his behalf. I did so and found that there was also a covering note, unsealed, which referred to three other boxes of documentary material, deposited with Mr Hodge, a Maidstone attorney. The sealed letter went by registered post to South Africa and I set out to discover which firm of solicitors had taken over Mr Hodge’s business. This was the easiest part of my search for I soon discovered that Hodge, Winthrop, Knightley and Hay are still practising in the High Street, although no one of the original names is represented among the present partners in the firm. Their senior clerk, however, searched the attic and finally produced two iron deed boxes, one marked “Smallbridge Manor” and the other one marked “Boxley House.” I assumed at first that these boxes would contain only correspondence relating to property; interesting in itself, no doubt, but unrelated to the Admiral’s naval career. I soon realised, however, that the papers formed a haphazard collection, grouped neither by chronology or subject, and that many were written or received at sea. I had there a mine of information to which Mr Forester had never had access. New light was shed on stories we knew and the gaps were filled in between events already covered. With these newly discovered sources of information available, I decided to write a biography of Hornblower; something which Mr Forester, lacking this material, would never have dared attempt. This book is the result and it is written to supplement, not to contradict, the Hornblower books already published. For the first time it is possible to cover with a continuous narrative the whole of the Admiral’s epic career.


Where I have been so far disappointed is in my search for the third deed box to which the Admiral’s note refers. There can be no doubt that all three boxes were stored together in the dusty attic where two of them were found. The likelihood is that one of the Hornblowers, and even possibly the Admiral himself, sent for one of the boxes, perhaps to check on the wording of a conveyance or lease, and forgot to return it. In that case the third box may eventually be found, revealing more details of a remarkable career. With this possibility in mind, I might well have hesitated over the publication of this biography, hoping that the discovery of this further material might make the story more complete. But as a thorough search had revealed nothing more, I reminded myself that no collection of material is ever complete. If we were to wait for complete information we might never publish anything. Should more information come to light, however, a second and enlarged edition may have to replace the first.


Only after the book had been finished did I hear, finally, from the present Lord Hornblower. He had readily allowed me access to the new documentary material but he had not mentioned the letter which his distinguished ancestor had addressed to him. I had asked him for a copy, undertaking to make no use of it unless authorised, but he was reluctant to do this and still more reluctant, evidently, to see the letter in print. He finally sought the advice of a professor of history at the University of Cape Town, who assured him that the letter is of historical and not merely family interest. Thus advised, Lord Hornblower sent me a photostat copy which I transcribed and which is included in its proper place, but added nevertheless, at the last moment. It gives the final solution to a problem which I stated but did not pretend to solve in an earlier part of the book. I make no pretence of having guessed the answer in advance.


I must not end this preface without a word of thanks to all who have given me encouragement and help. First of these is Mrs Forester who has made the enterprise possible. Neither I nor the publishers would have dreamt of undertaking this work without her approval, which was most kindly given. My thanks must go in the second place to a host of willing informants, beginning with the Librarian of the Central Public Library at Maidstone and ending with the present owners of Boxley House and Mr Teesdale, chief clerk to the solicitors in whose attic the new material was found. My thanks go finally to my helpful publishers, to Mrs Kate Green who so efficiently typed the manuscript, and to my chief collaborator in this and every other venture, without whom all my efforts would be pointless, without whose aid no book of mine would be begun or continued or brought to an end.

C. NORTHCOTE PARKINSON
Guernsey
12 January, 1970






CHAPTER ONE
Schoolboy

WHEN ASKED in later life about his place of origin, Horatio Hornblower would mention, modestly, a village in Kent where his father had been the physician, playing a weekly game of whist with the Vicar, and where he himself as a boy would have to touch his hat to the squire. The actual circumstances were even more modest than he cared to admit for the place was hardly a village, his father scarcely a physician, the clergyman was not the Vicar, and the local dignitary was not really the squire.

Worth, in 1776–93 was so insignificant as to border on the actually disreputable. It lies on the flat land between Sandwich and Deal and is about a mile from the sea. On the seaward side the land was waterlogged and sour, giving the farmers good excuse to make their living from contraband. A farm called the Blue Pigeons was central to the smuggling business, being placed on the track that led down to the shore, opposite which is the anchorage known as the Little Downs. Inland, at a road junction, a score or so of cottages clustered around a chapel of ease, a building which the present church has replaced. Worth is now well populated with church and school (dated 1873), Inn and cricket ground. This was not so in the 18th century when the place was hardly important enough to be shown on the map, its name, when indicated, varying from Word or Worde to Worth.

If the village was not a village, still less was its medical man a physician; to understand which fact we need to go back in history. For when Horatio himself died in 1857 The Times obituary stated that his father, Dr Hornblower, had come of “an ancient family in Kent.” There is a sense, of course, in which this is true for the word “ancient” can apply to any family provided at least that no more than antiquity is meant. Ancient the Hornblower family may have been; important it certainly was not. Whether Men of Kent or merely Kentish Men, the Hornblowers all seem to derive from forbears who lived either in Maidstone or in villages adjacent. Early in the 15th century one Nicolas Horneblowe held land enough in Aylesford to justify his application for a coat-of-arms. The escutcheon he was granted bore “Sable, on a chevron argent, between three horns proper, a mullet azure.” He could claim no other achievement, however, and his descendants, as undistinguished, were not even freeholders. The first Hornblower to make any sort of name for himself was Jeremiah (1692–1754) Corn Merchant of Maidstone, whose will provided a local charity under the terms of which poor orphans might be apprenticed to a trade. We hear no more of this bequest after 1760, perhaps because funds were lacking to execute the will as intended. We know, however, that he had five children including two daughters. The eldest son, James, was an apothecary and herbalist who was born in 1714, practised in Maidstone, and died without issue in 1769. The second, Jonathan (1717–1780), was an engineer of some note, and the third, Josiah (1729–1809), emigrated in early life to the American Colonies where he made himself Speaker of the New Jersey Assembly. From him are descended the American Hornblowers; from Jonathan the family with which we are concerned.

Jonathan had three sons in his turn, Jacob the eldest (born 1738) and his two younger brothers, Jonathan Carter (1753–1815) and Jabez Carter (1744–1814) who were both engineers; the latter being the inventor, it is said, of a machine for glazing calicoes. The former was employed by James Watt but quarrelled with him over a patent. Jacob was apprenticed to his Uncle James, the Maidstone apothecary. When qualified to practise he soon realised that there was no room for another apothecary at Maidstone. He married Margaret Rawson in 1759, she being the daughter of a fairly successful boat-builder in Deal, and it was this alliance which brought him to that neighbourhood. He practised as an apothecary in the village of Worth and it was there, on the 4th July, 1776, that their only son was born; on the very day, as it happened, when the American Colonies chose to declare their independence. In naming the boy Horatio, the apothecary was showing his own independence, for the family custom had been to give all male offspring some name beginning with the letter J. Whatever the origin may have been of this slightly unreasonable tradition, Jacob would have none of it. Nor can we doubt that he named his son after Horatio (or Horace) Walpole, the fourth son of the famous Prime Minister. His claim to any patronage from that quarter was slight indeed but is just worth recording. It would appear that Jacob was enough of an engraver to have illustrated his own (and only) published work, A Kent Herbal (Canterbury, 1761) and to have thus earned a two-line mention in Walpole’s Engravers in England (1763). When the Herbal came to be reprinted, therefore, in 1771, it carried a dedication to Horace Walpole; one we could fairly describe as fulsome even by the standards of the day. There was no response to this overture, either then or at any time, and the choice of a name for his only son thus represented Jacob’s last flicker of hope so far as Walpole was concerned; a plea for a patronage that never materialised.

If the medical man was not a physician, neither was his opponent at whist the Vicar. Worth was not a parish at this time, its chapel being served by a series of curates, few of them actually resident. We thus find mention in the register of the Rev. William Thomas in 1773, the Rev. John Atkins in 1776, the Rev. M. Nisbett in 1779, the Rev. Mr Thomas Pennington in 1781, and the Rev. M. Garrett in 1789. Of these the one who actually lived at Worth was Pennington and it was he and his wife who played whist with the apothecary and his wife, as seems very right and proper. According to Hasted (1799) the Church of St Peter and Paul was “a small mean building, having a low pointed wooden turret at west and in which are two bells.” With this damning summary, Hasted turns to some other topic, leaving us to conclude that a pilgrimage to Worth should at least be postponed until the weather is fine.

What, finally, of the squire? The only house of consequence in the present parish is Upton House, which existed as early as 1736. It is on the better land, inland of the village, and was the residence of Charles Matson, Esq., who died in 1791 and was commemorated by a tablet. He is clearly the great man to whom Horatio touched his cap. He was certainly the only squire the place could boast. But here again there is disillusion, for Upton House was also called Upton Farm. Nor did it even belong to Mr Matson but to an absentee Earl Cowper who had probably never even seen the place, where he was rivalled in land ownership by an equally absentee Earl of Guilford. So the squire turns out to be little more than a tenant farmer, cultivating 120 acres of the better soil. Had he been a Justice of the Peace his tablet would have dwelt on the fact. We can assume, therefore, that he was not, which must at least have saved him from the embarrassment of seeing, while studiously ignoring, the activities which centred upon Blue Pigeons Farm.

The first significant event in Horatio’s life was the death of his mother, who was buried in the churchyard on January 18th, 1782. It was a hard winter that year and we can fairly assume that the snow-covered burial ground was swept by a bitter east wind. On that sort of day few neighbours would have cared to appear and the relatives of the dead woman numbered no more than four. There was the bereaved husband, more bewildered perhaps than sorrowful. There was Uncle Thomas, well wrapped up no doubt but shivering. There was Uncle George, the scarlet of his uniform just showing beneath his cloak. There was, finally, the dead woman’s only living child, a six-year-old boy whose hand was held by a maidservant called Janet. It was Janet’s appointed task to take him home should he be overcome by grief. He gave Janet no trouble, however, remaining silent at the graveside until the last words had been said. (The tears came later that night but were not prolonged even then.) Horatio Hornblower had begun a period of loneliness which was to last for nearly thirty years.

With young Horatio and his father accounted for, it remains to explain the presence and the appearance of Uncle Thomas and Uncle George. In marrying Jacob, Margaret Rawson might have been thought to have married below her station in life. Her father, after all, was a man of substance who had himself married Elizabeth Maynard, youngest daughter of the Rev. Samuel Maynard, Vicar of Brandsby in Essex. His elder son, Thomas (1736–1799), was connected in some way with the Honourable East India Company or at any rate with its “Shipping Interest,” and Thomas’s father-in-law was a friend and neighbour of Robert Keene, then a Master and Commander in the Navy. His younger son, George (1742–1787), was a Lieutenant in the 77th Regiment of Foot, at this time stationed in Dover. It would not seem that either brother had taken much notice of Margaret since her marriage, but her death, from a fever, found them both, as it happened, in the neighbourhood; Thomas with some business to be transacted with an Indiaman in the Downs, George in garrison not more than ten miles away. They could not, in decency, absent themselves from the funeral. There they were and this was probably the first occasion on which young Horatio saw either of them. Where so much is surmise, it is satisfactory to feel confident, as we may, of the words used in the funeral service. The clergy of today have no hesitation in improving on the Book of Common Prayer but their predecessors of 1782 were humbler and more literate men whose duties were defined by law. Though shivering with cold, the Vicar of Worth must have begun:


“I am the resurrection and the life, saith the Lord; he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live; and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die … The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.”



It would have continued to the point where earth is thrown over the coffin:


“… we therefore commit her body to the ground; earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust; in sure and certain hope of the Resurrection …”



The sorrowful husband may be supposed to have realised his loss and given all proper expression to his grief. He erected no tombstone, however, and it is only from the parish records that we know her age at death, which was forty-one. No letter of hers has survived and she remains a shadowy figure. What she had meant to Horatio we have no means of knowing but such reference as he ever made to her would suggest a feeling of guilt that he missed her as little as he did. Of Jacob we know rather more and our picture is of an unsuccessful and dissatisfied dreamer, with some of the aptitudes but none of the ambition which characterised his father and brothers. His Herbal is regarded by experts as a mediocre work, largely borrowed from other authors. As for his engraving, that was only one of a dozen hobbies, none of them profitable and each of them a distraction from his proper trade. What attention he paid to Horatio was absent-minded and spasmodic and the boy’s early upbringing was practically entrusted to Janet; who married, however, a year or so after the funeral. Of her successor Horatio could not even remember the name.

With the concluding words:


“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, and the love of God, and the fellowship of the Holy Ghost, be with us all evermore. Amen,”



the funeral came to an end. The little group broke up and headed for home, stamping in the snow and eager to find shelter. Jacob Hornblower led his two brothers-in-law back to the house where he lived and practised and from which the procession had set forth an hour before. There would be mulled claret, one is confident, and his guests would have needed it.

Our problem is to decide now on the vexed question of Horatio’s exact birthplace. Local tradition on this point is emphatic but divided. The historians of Sandwich and Deal have argued the point before learned societies, some pointing to Farrier’s Cottage and others as insistent that Jacob’s house was the building more recently used as the village shop. The dispute might have been settled, in theory, by reference to the title deeds, but Jacob was clearly a tenant, owning no property at all. In the time of the late Mr John Laker there was a tedious correspondence in the Deal Mercury between those who accepted Pritchard’s word for it and those who sided with Laker.1 It came to be called the Battle of the Pig Trough because much of the argument seemed to depend upon the presence or absence of a pig trough. It is known that the young Horatio used to play with such a trough, pretending that he was a castaway in an open boat. There is evidence enough that he could have done this at Farrier’s Cottage but we cannot prove that it would have been impossible at the other house. The fact is that a stone trough is not as stable a feature of the landscape as some people choose to assume. It can be moved or sold or broken up at will. If we had to depend upon such an object we should argue for ever about the Admiral’s birthplace. There exists, however, a neglected piece of evidence which clinches the matter in a way to satisfy everyone. The parish register records the death of Samuel Hewson, apothecary, in 1764. This proves that Jacob came to Worth as Hewson’s assistant and took over the practice when Hewson died. He and Margaret lived, therefore, at Farrier’s Cottage (built in 1723) from 1759 to 1764 and then moved into the larger house. That Horatio was born at the latter address is thus virtually certain but those who maintain that Jacob lived at Farrier’s Cottage have not been misled. He was there for five years but this was before the birth of his only surviving son. The parish registers show, incidentally, that there had been two daughters born to Margaret, one of them in 1762, but both died in infancy. Horatio never mentioned these and may not have known that they ever existed.

Horatio described himself as a “Doctor’s son” and with only a slight exaggeration of his father’s status. The 18th century apothecary stood somewhere between the modern chemist and the general practitioner. The London Society of Apothecaries had existed from 1617, with a qualifying examination to restrict its membership. Outside London the Society had no authority, however, and entry for a druggist like Jacob Hornblower was by local apprenticeship. The physician ranked higher in society than the apothecary and especially so if he were a university graduate. Then as now, moreover, the physician assumed (without usually earning), the title of “Doctor,” which implied a marginal status of “gentleman.” But physicians were relatively few and expensive and most people went to the apothecary with their minor complaints. An apothecary with a good bedside manner might sometimes be called “Doctor,” perhaps in jest; and that was as near to a doctorate as Jacob would ever aspire. Where he differed from the modern chemist was in the fact that his more prosperous clients sent for him. He thus spent more of his life on horseback than behind a counter. Poorer patients would admittedly come to his door but they would often have to content themselves with the advice of an apprentice. In comparing the status of the apothecary and the physician in 18th century England we should remember, finally, that neither would be invited to dine with the squire and both might be sent to have lunch in the housekeeper’s room.

So far as the village of Worth was concerned, the squire at the time of the funeral would have been Charles Matson, as we have seen, a man of no great consequence. We know that Horatio, like the other village boys, was expected nevertheless to touch his hat to him. He was no more, after all, than the son of a tradesman and should behave accordingly. If he began to think of himself in a different light, he owed this to Uncle Thomas and Uncle George. That is why the funeral of Mrs Hornblower marks the beginning of the story. It was the occasion on which he first glimpsed the foot of the ladder. He began from this moment to regard himself, potentially, as a gentleman. He was the nephew, after all of George Rawson, Esq. He would eventually come to realise that the 77th Foot came low on the list, that a wartime commission was not very hard to obtain, and that a Lieutenant aged forty would be unlikely to achieve much higher rank. At the time it would have been enough for him, perhaps, that his uncle wore a sword. His other uncle had no sword but his clothes and manners were even more impressive in a different way. He at least reflected, if he could not exactly represent, the world of wealth and fashion. Without any great fortune or position of his own, he could refer casually to his acquaintances, Sir Lionel and Sir Fergus. That they referred as often to him may be doubtful but both were aware of his existence. Whether as slop-chandler, dunnage merchant, or assistant ship’s husband, he had made himself useful to the circle in which he moved.

The two uncles vanished after the funeral, going their several ways, and young Horatio settled down to the life of the village. He saw little of his father during the day and not much more in the evening. Jacob Hornblower had a workshop to which he would retire, a place where he did etching or wood inlay, taxidermy or mechanical invention. He never patented anything so far as is known but he was always on the verge of making some important discovery. Once a week he used to play whist with the curate (Mr Pennington) and the curate’s wife. While she lived, Margaret had been the fourth player but her death nearly deprived Jacob of his weekly indulgence in cards. It is significant that the village provided no other adult whist-player, making it inevitable that Horatio should be brought in to make a fourth. He thus learnt the game from an early age and from players who must have taken it very seriously indeed. He presumably attended the village school for he could read and write at an early age. There would have been books in the house, for Jacob was a man of some learning, and more books to be borrowed perhaps from the curate. What books Horatio read we do not know. What books he possessed we do know to the extent that he kept them. Several tattered volumes were to be found in his library when he died and one or two with a schoolboy signature in the fly-leaf.

The first book he is known to have possessed was the Synopsis of Quadrupeds compiled by Thomas Pennant and published at Chester in 1771. The signature on the title page is perhaps the earliest writing of his which remains, the year being 1783. One may imagine that the book must represent Jacob’s taste for he was, we know, something of a naturalist. The other works young Horatio possessed included The Historical and Chronological Theatre of Christopher Helvicus, London, 1687; an odd volume of Camden’s Britannia, 1701 (which includes the chapter on Kent); The History of the Long Captivity and Adventures of Thomas Pellow, in South-Barbary, 2nd edition, circa 1740; The Theatre of the Present War in the Netherlands, by J. Brindley, London, 1746; The Shipwreck and Merciful Preservation of Zachary Peacock told by himself, Bristol, 1759; A Voyage to New Guinea and the Moluccas from Balambangan, by Captain Thomas Forrest, Dublin, 1779; and A Journal of the late and important Blockade and Siege of Gibraltar, Samuel Ancell, Edinburgh, 1786. Included in Brindley’s Theatre of the Present War is an Introduction to the Art of Fortification. This section is marked by a slip of paper in Hornblower’s schoolboy handwriting and he has sidelined the sentence which reads, “Fortification is defined (as) the art of applying the Doctrine of Plain Trigonometry to the Calculation of the Lines, Sides and Angles of a Fort …” He took no comparable notice of Christopher Helvicus and the splendid opening of his Chronology with the words “The Creation of the World, which is suppos’d to be made the Autumn preceding, was finish’d in seven days.” He evidently preferred, even then, the application of trigonometry to the Art of War.

If there is a significant title among these it would be Zachary Peacock’s Shipwreck, for this helps to account for the castaway game which Horatio is known to have played with the pig trough for a boat. From the same early period of his life dates a small oil painting of a damaged ship and a boy apparently awaiting rescue. He must have been given this to decorate his bedroom. The story suggested by the artist is far from obvious but a boy will amuse himself by imagining the series of events which could lead up to the situation depicted. We should, however, avoid attaching too much significance to his choice of books. He had some of maritime interest, it is true, and these are among the works he decided to keep. It is probable, however, that he had another score of books which he later decided to jettison or give away. We cannot finally dismiss the subject of his tastes in literature without remarking that Thomas Pennant, author of the first book in which Horatio’s signature appears, had the good fortune to be praised by Dr Samuel Johnson. Boswell described the scene where a group of Johnson’s friends, deep in conversation, were momentarily interrupted by his saying, “Pennant talks of bears.” They continued their discussion about something else and he persisted in his talk about bears, the word “bear” providing a background noise to all else that was said. Pennant’s chapters on bears can be found in his Synopsis, the book which Horatio possessed as a child.

The only one of the books named which Horatio may have had new from the printer was Ancell’s Siege of Gibraltar, very much a best seller of the day. His other books were not so much those he had chosen from a library as those which had turned up on a bookstall in Sandwich market place. Sandwich is about two miles from Worth and Horatio found his way there at an early age. Its great days as a seaport were in the remote past and it had little to offer except a sense of history. Less than four miles in the other direction, however, is the town of Deal, placed opposite the Downs. Here, between the coast and the Goodwin Sands is a well sheltered anchorage with eight to ten fathoms of water. It was a place where sailing ships used to collect for convoy or wait for a favourable wind. There was and is no actual harbour and access from the shore was obtained with the aid of the Deal boatmen. These used either a Deal lugger or the smaller galley punt, both launched down wooden rails laid on the steep beach and so crashed through the surf. The Deal boatmen had a reputation, on the one hand, for driving a hard bargain with passengers whose business depended on going ashore or on board in a hurry. They were as famous, on the other hand, for their courage and seamanship in going to the rescue of vessels wrecked on the Goodwins. Writes H. Warrington Smyth on this subject:2

“No more dangerous work exists in the world than the rescue of men from a ship which has once beaten in on the surface of such shallows as the Goodwin. The true power and horror of a long line of heavy breakers, rising up in foaming cataracts twenty feet high and thundering forward at thirty miles an hour as their momentum is checked by the sand beneath, can only be realised by those who have once been among them and have survived. Huge seas breaking and roaring in across the wind, their tops blowing away in sheets of solid water to leeward, and anon leaping forty feet into the air as they meet the big line of breakers, add to the terrible danger of any lifeboat or other which dares among them. A cross tide-stream running at four or five knots, the dense drift of sea-spume, the stinging rain, the gripping, shrieking wind, and the thunder in the canvas, all add to the appalling confusion.”

There were no lifeboats in those days and it was the Deal, Walmer, and Ramsgate boatmen who did what rescuing was done. They were also alert, no doubt, with their claims for salvage, but of their heroism there can be no question. It is one thing to run for shelter when caught in a gale at sea. It is quite another to put out deliberately into a gale already blowing, and that is what the Deal boatmen habitually did. They had plenty to talk about while ashore and there was plenty of gossip to which a small boy could listen.

Boatmen and sailors are not, strictly speaking, in the same line of business. Some men from Deal found their way to sea, nevertheless, and some of them spent their old age in their place of origin. One of these, Tom Gammon (father of one of the pilots listed in The Kentish Companion of 1780), had served so he said, under Admiral Vernon. As Vernon was last at sea in 1745, this was quite possible, and Tom could even have been at the capture of Porto Bello. Whether all his stories were true is another matter, for several he told about Vernon had been previously told about Benbow. He was evidently good value, however, and willing to talk for as long as anyone was willing to listen. He told of Vernon, the story of the Captain who wanted to visit London but was told by the Admiral that he could go no further from his ship than his barge would take him. It was Vernon, by his account, who had his barge lifted on to a wagon and went to London in his barge but by road. The Captain who actually threatened to do this was Mad Montague while serving under Sir Edward Hawke. Another story told by Tom Gammon, and this time correctly attributed to the Hon. William Montague, concerned a Dutch ship lost in Portsmouth harbour. Coming ashore, Montague saw a dozen Dutch corpses laid on the beach. He told his men to put the Dutchmen’s hands in their pockets. That done, he found the Dutch Captain in the Prospect Coffee House, the centre of sympathy. Going up to him, Montague blamed the disaster on the Dutch crew: “Damn their eyes for a set of lubberly bastards who wouldn’t take their hands out of their pockets even to save their lives.” He bet six dozen of wine that any cast ashore would still have their hands in their pockets. When the irate Dutchman took the bet, the waiter was sent out and returned to say that Captain Montague was right. “There,” said the Hon. William, “didn’t I tell you that they were too lazy to save themselves?”

There were other stories, no doubt, about shipwreck and desert islands, about piracy and buried treasure. And stories apart, there were dramatic scenes of which young Horatio might have been a witness. A Dutch East Indiaman was wrecked off Deal in July, 1783. In September of the same year the Swift transport came into the Downs with a hundred and fifty convicts aboard, bound for Nova Scotia. The convicts mutinied, overpowering the officers and crew, and about fifty of them escaped ashore in the boats. They were all captured again, however, and taken back to the ship. More important, if more remote, were the closing phases of the War of American Independence. News came of the Battle of the Saints and of the relief of Gibraltar. News came finally that peace had been made. As ships were paid off, more tales were told of Admiral Howe and Admiral Rodney. Clever as they might think themselves, with their manoeuvres at long range and their firing on the upward roll, the French had been defeated in the end. Horatio was brought up on the Kent coast, with daily talk about the recent war. How often he heard gunfire in the distance we are not to know, but Worth is little over a mile from the sea. He had only to walk or run down to Blue Pigeons Farm and so down to the shore opposite the Small Downs, the anchorage for smaller merchantmen. There was always activity there and sometimes there were ships at anchor for as far as the eye could see.

In 1785 Horatio went as a day boy to Sir Roger Manwood’s School in Sandwich. This school was founded by an eminent citizen of Sandwich in the year 1563. It had begun with a flourish, well housed and well endowed, and was even visited once by Queen Elizabeth. Unfortunately, the English Grammar Schools went out of fashion in the 17th century and the prosperity of Sandwich itself declined over the same period. Ships had grown larger and the older seaports, placed well inland on navigable rivers—places like York and Exeter, Chester and Ipswich—were giving place to the deep-water harbours of Hull and Plymouth, Liverpool and Harwich. Sandwich declined as Deal expanded, the local authorities repeatedly asking the King to do something about it. There was nothing he could do, even supposing that he had been interested, and Sandwich by the middle of the 18th century was all but dead. So was the Grammar School, to which the Rev. John Conant was appointed in 1758. The salary attached to this post, £30 a year, which had been princely in 1563, was by this time unattractive. It was, for example, the pay allowed to each boatman of the Customs Collector’s launch, and far less than was paid to the Riding Officers. John Conant added to his income, however, by becoming Vicar of St Peter’s in 1766, holding the two offices until he died in 1811. When Horatio became a pupil the boys taught by Conant may have numbered a dozen. Conant taught them Latin and mathematics, and the older boys went on to study Greek—that is if they stayed long enough at the school, which few of them seem to have done. Numbers in the school were slowly declining and there were no boys at all by 1804, the year in which Conant vacated the school and went to live elsewhere. He was over seventy by then and the local authorities could fairly complain, as they did, that he had been idle for years. His neglect of his duties was at least less obvious in 1785 and his pupils plodded on from Caesar to Tacitus, and some from Virgil to Xenophon. If Horatio had a gift, however, it was for mathematics, and Conant took him as far as plain trigonometry, which was probably the limit of his own accomplishment.

Sir Roger Manwood’s School was revived in 1895 and is today a flourishing place of learning, combining ancient tradition with modern facilities. What it lacks is the school register for the period of its decline. No list is in existence, therefore, of the pupils who attended the school between 1785 and 1792 and there is only one name known among Horatio’s schoolfellows, that of Peter Holbrook. Of him we know a great deal because he wrote and published his memoirs.3 His own life was almost totally devoid of incident and he never held any higher office than Deputy Postmaster of Deal. He has relatively little to say about his schooldays but the following passage (page 27) is of interest so far as it goes:

“I was a private pupil in those days of the late Mr John Conant, Master of the Sandwich Grammar School. The school had fallen on evil ways and Mr Conant lacked the energy afterwards displayed by the Rev. William Wodsworth. He was a good teacher of those who were willing to be taught and several of his boys went afterwards to the university, being proficient Latinists and not without some knowledge of Greek. Only one, however, can be said to have achieved fame and that was the present Admiral Lord Hornblower. He was my junior by two years and I remember him as a silent and self-possessed little boy, backward in his grammar but good at sums. He had been christened Horace, about which we teased him unmercifully as boys will, but he preferred even then to be called Horatio. He was somewhat ungainly and took little pleasure, I thought, in the games which took place after class ended. Although ordinarily well behaved, he was one of those accused of disorderly behaviour on ‘Guy Fawkes night.’ The youngest of those questioned, he took the lead in their defence and managed, for a wonder, to establish their innocence.

“We all asked each other afterwards whether they had not been lucky to be acquitted. Looking back on those years spent in the old schoolhouse on the Canterbury Road, I reflect on God’s mercy in bringing me at that time to a knowledge of His scripture, without which I should never have asked myself that solemn question ‘What must I do to be saved?’ The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom but those who truly fear God have a secret guidance … etc., etc.”

That is all we learn from Peter Holbrook whose book is otherwise filled with pages of moralising and platitude. What little he says of Horatio is consistent, however, with what we know from other sources. It is quite true, incidentally, that the young Hornblower had been christened Horace. The theory, however, that his preference for the name Horatio was due to his admiration for Lord Nelson is plainly incorrect, the change having been made before Nelson had become famous. The picture we have formed is of a lonely boy living his own secret life, dreaming of some future success, and set apart from his schoolfellows by his own deliberate choice. It is perhaps significant that he never referred in later life to anyone whose friendship dated from boyhood. As against that, a real crisis suddenly revealed in him the natural leader. We should give much to know what actually happened on that 5th November and more to know how Horatio talked himself out of it on the morning of the 6th. One is tempted to conclude that he had already decided upon a career in the Royal Navy, inspired by Tom Gammon and other old seamen, encouraged by the news of Rodney’s victory, and given confidence by his own success in mathematics. It may be doubted, however, whether the choice was made at this time. A boy’s intentions are apt to vary from week to week but the likelihood is that Horatio thought more at this period of a possible career with the East India Company. If he had ever thought about the army he might have decided against it in the year 1787, when news came of Uncle George’s death. The 77th had been sent out to the West Indies, where George Rawson died of yellow fever. Any hopes which remained must have centred, therefore, upon Uncle Thomas. Quite apart from that, the Navy offered only the poorest prospects in time of peace. It required influence to gain a first nomination, more influence to achieve a commission, and a lifetime’s patience to obtain a first command. There were few ships in commission and most of the officers posted to them came of naval families, being the sons of men who had served under Anson or Hawke. There was no future in the peacetime Navy for an apothecary’s son from an obscure village in Kent.

In 1789 came news of the Revolution in France. Events on the continent may have had no great impact on many an English county, but Kent differs from the rest in having a coast from which France is (sometimes) visible. French noblemen began to appear at Calais just as Huguenots had appeared a century before. First to arrive were the farseeing and astute, with their fortunes converted into negotiable securities. Next came those whose exit had been unplanned but who carried what valuables they could pack. Last of all came folk who had escaped arrest in the clothes they happened to be wearing at the time. In subsequent fiction all the refugees appear as aristocrats or priests but many, in fact, were neither. Some were merely loyal to their King and Church and a few were quite humble folk who had no taste for bloodshed and riot. Of the arrivals at Dover and Deal a majority found their way to London. A few, however, remained in Kent, perhaps hoping for a reversal of fortune which would allow them to return home. Among the first and most apprehensive of these was Monsieur Gustave Laporte, a bachelor lawyer’s clerk who had collected rents for some of the nobility round Abbeville. A nervous man, he had reached Ramsgate even before the Bastille had fallen, moving thence to Sandwich in search of cheaper lodging. He set up there as a teacher of French, music, and dancing and made a scanty living out of it, being careful to remain on good terms with Mr Conant who luckily taught no one the subjects which Laporte had to offer. Gustave seems to have fallen sick in the autumn of 1791 and called in Mr Jacob Hornblower as his medical adviser. Being unable to pay the apothecary for his attendance (for his income ceased when the illness began), M. Laporte offered to pay him in kind when he was well again. Unable to recover his fees in any other way, Jacob sent Horatio to him as a pupil. It must have been obvious even on the first day that Horatio was tone-deaf and unable to tell one note from another. In dancing he was awkward, learning little more than the ceremonious bow with which a gentleman salutes his partner in the minuet. As a student of the French language he was more promising. By the end of 1792—his last year at the Sandwich Grammar School—he had a good vocabulary and syntax, spoilt only by a dreadful accent. He could read the language better than he could speak it and some books he acquired at this period were still in his library when he died. One work was entitled“Nouvelle Description des Châteaux et Parcs de Versailles et de Marly … Par M. Piganiol de la Force.” It was published at Paris “Chez Aumont, Libraire, Place du College Mazarin” in 1764, but Hornblower had only the first volume and that without its binding. Another book acquired at this period was the“Histoire des Aventuriers Flibustiers qui se sont signalés dans les Indes par Alexandre-Olivier Oexmelin,” published in 1775. Of this he had evidently studied both volumes, adding some notes in the fly-leaf on the meaning of some technical words. He had by this time some (but not all) of the habits which mark the scholar.

Horatio’s father died suddenly on January 11th, 1793. The cause of his death is unknown but it would seem to have been from illness rather than accident. Horatio Hornblower was now an orphan and left to organise the funeral as well he might. He wrote at the same time to Thomas Rawson. Rawson arrived within a matter of days and assumed the duties of executor.4 The estate he had to administer comprised no more than some furniture and books; an old horse, complete with saddle and bridle; the drugs and bottles which had comprised the apothecary’s stock-in-trade; and the goodwill of what had never been a particularly lucrative practice. Having thus raised just over two hundred pounds, he had to decide what to do with Horatio. A kinder man, married to a more sympathetic wife, would have taken the boy into his London home. Thomas had no such intention but he was concerned, for his own credit, that his nephew should not be seen to starve. He almost certainly meant to secure for the boy a berth as midshipman in one of the East India Company’s ships. For this, however, Horatio, at sixteen, was twelve months too young. He needed another year at school with some further coaching in mathematics. Sir Roger Manwood’s School was now out of the question, for it catered only for day boys. The best idea would be to enter him for a year’s schooling at the King’s School, Canterbury, and this was the plan which Mr Rawson decided to adopt. The necessary letters were exchanged and Horatio was packed off to Canterbury in John Sneller’s stage waggon, which went there each Monday and Friday.


[image: chpt_fig_001.jpg]
Title page of Pennant’s Synopsis with Hornblower’s schoolboy signature




[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]
Title page of Pellow’s book on the Barbary States, in Hornblower’s possession as a schoolboy



His duty done, though not perhaps exceeded, Mr Rawson returned to his home in Portman Square. For any shortcomings in his care for the bereaved he had the possible excuse that there were other things on his mind. George III was on the point of going to war with France.

We are accustomed by now to the procedure by which an ultimatum is delivered stating that a failure to reply in satisfactory terms will mean the commencement of hostilities as from such an hour (Greenwich Mean Time) on such a date. The 18th century process lacked, of necessity, this sort of precision. Mr Rawson’s return to London coincided with a message from the King to Parliament calling for an augmentation of forces by sea and land. Mr Pitt, presenting the message, told the Commons that war was probable. Louis XVI was executed on January 21st and news of this crime reached London on the 23rd. The French ambassador was ordered next day to leave the Kingdom. He replied that this would be regarded in France as a declaration of war. The French Embassy was in Portman Square and it is almost certain that Mr and Mrs Rawson watched the loading of the coaches as the Marquis de Chauvelin prepared to leave. The same coaches might have been glimpsed in Canterbury by the young Horatio and Citizen Chauvelin (as we must now call him) was in Dover on the 29th. His return to France was the signal for the French government to declare war on February 1st. Parliament was officially informed about this in a message from the King on the 11th. The war by then had fairly begun. It was not until March 13th, however, that the Scourge brig (of 18 guns) captured the French privateer Sansculotte (12) off the Scilly Isles. It was later, still, in the year when the frigate Nymphe (36) commanded by Edward Pellew, fought and took the French frigate Cleopatre of equal force. Pellew, the hero of the hour, was knighted almost as soon as he came ashore.

The immediate problem for the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty was to man the ships they had to commission on war establishment. The process had begun in December, the flagships were being fitted out in January, and their Lordships appointed Captain Horatio Nelson to the Agamemnon on the 31st. The Rt Honourable Richard Earl Howe (aged sixty-seven) was to command in the Channel, Lord Hood in the Mediterranean, and there was an Order in Council for empowering the Board to issue press warrants. There was no shortage of Captains and Thomas Rawson thought that his wife’s cousin, Robert Keene, was lucky to secure the command of the Justinian (74). Mrs Rawson herself thought that Robert’s health was too uncertain and that he would have done better to apply for a dockyard appointment. He and fifty more were at their wits’ end to man their ships and even midshipmen were momentarily in short supply. It took twelve months of effort to place 85 sail of the line in commission and the frigates, numbering over a hundred, were even more urgently needed for the protection of trade. The French, luckily, were in worse difficulties and unlikely to give battle before the summer of 1794.

The idea of placing young Hornblower on the quarterdeck of the Justinian was so obvious that one wonders why the move was so long delayed. An appointment to an East Indiaman was, after all, a favour—not difficult to obtain for a man in Mr Rawson’s position but still a favour and one which would have to be repaid. To obtain a similar berth in the wartime Navy was relatively easy, for the Navy was expanding and the Company was not. The difficulty and delay in this instance was over the exact rating he should have. Captain Keene offered the Rawsons a vacancy as Captain’s servant or first-class volunteer, for which the Navy’s allowance was £9 a year, less £5 for the schoolmaster, supposing the ship carried one. A midshipman, on the other hand, was paid £2 8s. a month in a third-rate, not enough for his needs but quite as much as he was worth. Harriet Rawson held out for a midshipman’s rating and finally obtained it by dint of persistence. The Justinian was not actually in commission until the autumn of 1793 and Horatio, told of the change in plan, was urged to concentrate upon mathematics in general and upon spherical trigonometry in particular. What else happened at the King’s School we do not know, but life there cannot have been easy for a boy of his age, thrown among youngsters who had grown up together. All we do know is that he was a tolerable mathematician but a mediocre “Grecian” by the time he left the school in December. He went up to London by coach and spent Christmas in Portman Square.

This, his first visit to London, was mainly spent by young Hornblower in being equipped for the service. Mr Rawson was familiar with a tailor and outfitter in Leadenhall Street who would provide what was necessary at a minimum cost. A midshipman’s best uniform had to be of blue cloth, a tail-coat lined with white silk and adorned with gold anchor buttons. The collar had a white patch known as a “weekly account.” This outfit was completed by breeches and waistcoat of white nankeen, with stockings to match and a three-cornered hat. For daily use he would need a short working jacket and trousers with a glazed hat and a boat cloak. For cold weather he had to be provided with a frieze watchcoat as well. To this essential clothing there had to be added a proper proportion of white-frilled shirts and stockings, with books on seamanship and navigation, a sextant, and (for sidearm) a midshipman’s dirk with a sharkskin covered hilt. All had to be packed neatly into a midshipman’s chest, with the name painted clearly on the lid. It then remained to pay the Captain’s agent the sum of seventy pounds in advance so that the youth could be given pocket money from time to time out of which would be paid his contribution to the gunroom mess. All this more than exhausted all the Hornblower money and Horatio’s uncle had reluctantly to pay the remainder himself. It was only after Horatio had gone to sea that Mr Rawson discovered the existence of the other two uncles, Jonathan and Jabez Hornblower. He eventually made contact with them and procured from Jonathan, at any rate, a proportion of Horatio’s annual allowance. This would be needed for the next four years and it came from a relative that Horatio had never seen. He very fully repaid this debt, however, in later years.

Once these preparations were complete Mr Thomas Rawson saw Horatio to the Portsmouth coach and gave him a letter of introduction to Captain Keene. Wishing him luck, he said goodbye and saw the coach start on its journey. He was seriously concerned about the total of his expenditure on this occasion and there was Harriet suggesting that the uniform coat was hardly good enough! Thomas was, of course, a patriot and concerned for the good of the Navy. He had just made a substantial contribution to the country’s defence. Whether he could maintain the boy’s allowance was another matter. It was quite possible, however, that the young man would be killed in a year or two, as often happened in the wartime Navy, and without even the expense of a funeral. It was an arduous service and the boy did not look particularly strong. As against that, there was always the possibility of prize-money. It might be true that a midshipman’s share was rather small but there was also the chance of promotion, especially in the West Indies. Sent to that station, a youngster might soon be provided for, one way or another. One thing certain, however, was that this appointment as midshipman marked the furthest limit of the Rawsons’ influence … These are the thoughts which probably passed through Thomas Rawson’s mind as he made his way back (on foot) to Portman Square. He could do nothing whatever to obtain for Horatio his commission as Lieutenant. As from this moment the young man was definitely—yes definitely—on his own.








CHAPTER TWO
Midshipman

THE ARRIVAL of the London Coach was always a moment in the life of Portsmouth. Even if the last miles had gone slowly, the coach picked up speed as it neared the town and the horses fairly galloped through the arched gateway. With a cracking of the whip and a blowing of the horn the coach pulled up at the George, dropped the mail and the civilian passengers, passed through High Street and so out through another archway and over a drawbridge on to the Parade. Swerving to the right it came to the Point, passing a narrow street before stopping at the Star and Garter and pulling up, finally, at the Inn called the Blue Posts. This was where young Hornblower alighted and where his sea chest was dumped in the entrance. The coach wheeled about and went back into the town and Horatio rather timidly entered the coffee room. There would be no officers present—it was the midshipman’s place—and no civilians either. Such youngsters as might be there that afternoon would each be consuming tea for two and toast for six. Of Hornblower, an obvious novice, they would take no notice whatever. Drinking his tea and placed far from the fireside round which the others were grouped, Hornblower would have listened for the first time to the language spoken in the Navy of 1794. He had heard the yarns told by old seamen on the foreshore at Deal. But this was Portsmouth in time of war. This was a world of which he could know nothing.

Wherever men are banded together for a purpose, sharing the technicalities of a trade and with a daily background of danger, they create their own language. It is not merely the language of war—as it was here at Portsmouth Point—but of that particular war. Everyone in the Britain of World War II shared a certain slang but each service had its own; the language of, say, “Flare Path” or “The Cruel Sea.” Official and technical terms are duplicated by slang words known only to members of the group and used indeed as a barrier against the uninitiated. Men set apart by the wearing of a uniform can sense at once whether another man—even wearing the same uniform—is a member of the same fraternity. These different types of atmosphere and vocabulary were fully developed in the French Wars of 1793–1815, and the more developed in that the wars were so prolonged. In the Portsmouth of Nelson’s day the youngster’s desperate need was to learn the language and gain acceptance among men who had already been under fire. The danger in the background was very real and it gave an edge to life, a keen sense of urgency. What we enjoy today may not be there tomorrow or we may not be there to have it. We live more intensely when there is peril in the offing and the flash of gunfire on the horizon. That life for Hornblower began at the Blue Posts on that blustering day in 1794.
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