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PORTSMOUTH POINT, by Thomas Rowlandson, circa 1799
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PREFACE



It is at Portsmouth Point that the reader is invited to take his stand. The year is 1799, and we know—for Rowlandson has drawn the scene for us—what we shall notice as we pause to stare. There is the slop-dealer, there the tavern. We can all but hear the noise and confusion as barrels roll and women scream or fight. The gulls are crying, the boats are plying from the shore, and, beyond all, at anchor, lie the King’s ships of that day. Here is a boat for hire and there is a frigate we may go aboard. Shall we venture, or has the reader seen enough?




Viewing the Point through Rowlandson’s eyes, we see, and clearly, all there is to see. But here at Portsmouth he is, in truth, almost as lost as we ourselves. He is but a stranger from London on his first and only visit. If we are to visit the ships and talk with those we find on board, we shall need guides who understand. And here they are: Captain Marryat, whom we have often met before; Captain Chamier whom we know at least by name; some gentlemen whose acquaintance we are glad to make; and a few whose names we somehow fail to catch.




Are these guides sufficient? There are those who will deny it. Hare, they will object, are mere writers of fiction. Sailors they may be but bom, it seems, too late; too late to have served with Nelson, too late to be with us in 1799. Why, they will protest, should we not prefer to rely upon actual memoirs, dating, beyond question, from the period named? It would be absurd to make much parade of scholarship in a book planned mainly for entertainment. This much, however, must be said in its defence: there is that to be learnt from fiction which can be learnt in no other way; we can use only the fiction that exists; and we should be foolish to mingle it with fact.




A good novel is true to its period in atmosphere. The characters are imaginary, the events never took place, but die setting is real. More than that, the novelist, in writing his dialogue, has not to tax his memory for the exact words used. He writes boldly the sort of talk there might have been and so creates—as compared with the biographer—an impression more vivid and, in a sense, more true. William James, the naval historian, tells us much about the French Wars in the six volumes of his History, but it is only the readers of Marryat who can visualise the events he is trying to describe. Had we, in fact, to choose between them, we might think Marryat the better historian of the two.




Fiction, then, has its place. As regards the passages quoted, however, the choice has been haphazard enough. Many works of merit will, no doubt, have been overlooked. Nor may the anthologist assume that the reader’s assessment of value will coincide with his. Of the novels quoted those by Marryat are unquestionably the best. Only a limited use has been made of them, however, as the books themselves are easy to obtain. To those the reader is referred. On the same principle are excluded those few admirable pages in which Jane Austen shows, tantalisingly, her knowledge of the naval officer as seen ashore. Use has been made, for preference, of works less popular than hers; books more or less forgotten by authors more or less obscure.




The books used date, with one or two exceptions, from the period from 1826 to 1848, while relating to the war years which ended in 1815. All the; authors had first-hand knowledge of the Navy. Some, like Davis, Marryat, Glascock, Barker, Howard, and Hall are known to have been at sea before 1815, though mostly not before 1805. Others, like Neale and Hannay, went to sea only after the war was over. Most of the fiction quoted can be regarded, then, as direct evidence of naval life in, say, 1810–15. But for Nelson’s time, properly considered, the evidence is hearsay. That is not to say that it is valueless. There were changes in the Service after 1805 but there was much also that did not change. And if the authors had not gone to sea in 1793 they had served with many men who had.




It would be more satisfactory, nevertheless, if more than two: of the novels quoted bore a published date earlier than 1826. That more do riot is scarcely the anthologist’s fault, however, for the novel in the modern sense—and especially the novel of historical value—practically begins with Jane Austen. Earlier lovels cannot be quoted because they were not written. This fact is strikingly illustrated in what is almost the earliest work quoted, The Post Captain, published in 1805. For, whereas parts of Jiat book—and notably the passages quoted—are invaluable, the rest of the story is in the Smollett tradition, improbable, broadly caricatured, and little to our purpose.




While firmly insisting upon die value of this nearly contemporary fiction, especially in the absence of anything written earlier, one is surely justified, on the other hand, in refusing to mingle it with fact. The truth enshrined in Midshipman Easy or Tom Bowling is not of the same order as that found in, say, a Memoir of the Life of Admiral Sir Edward Codrington, by his daughter. To have Lord Nelson and Peter Simple on the same plane, on the same quarter-deck, would embarrass all concerned, and the reader most of all. Wise is the Captain Hornblower who avoids all but the most distant acquaintance with his more historical contemporaries. That the events and persons in fiction have their basis in fact is not to be disputed, but they are bound—like Mr. Walt Disney’s cartoon characters—by their own conventions. The precedent of Ben Brace is hardly one to follow.




The authors quoted have, many of them, a tendency to dwell gloomily on the brutalities and discomforts of life afloat. It is a tendency less observable in the writers of avowed reminiscence. Some of this gloom may originate with Smollett. More may be due to a reaction following the hero-worship of Southey’s Nelson, published in 1813. Most of all, perhaps, may arise from the authors having served in the later years of a war no longer epic but just drearily prolonged. But when all this is admitted, it is only fair to add that there was a degree of pessimism inherent in the naval character long before their time. It is implicit, for one thing, in many of Charles Dibdin’s songs, which were popular among the sailors themselves. There is an authentic professional cynicism in lines like these:—




Then to see the tight lads, how they laugh at a stranger




Who fears billows can drown, and nine-pounders can kill!




For you’re safe, sure enough, were you not in such danger,




And might loll at your ease, if you could hut sit still.




What of perils that, always the same, are so various,




And though shot-holes and leaks leave wide open Death’s door?




Devil a risk’s in a battle, weret not so precarious;




Storms were all gig and fun, but for breakers and shores.




In short, a tar’s life—you may say that I told it—




Who leaves quiet and peace, foreign countries to roam,




Is, of all other lives, I’ll be bound to uphold it,




The best life in the world, next to staying at home.




With these verses we are fairly back at the Point and ready to embark, accepting what guidance is offered us, and ready, it is hoped, to make allowance for the shortcomings in our entertainment. As we peer again at Rowlandson’s drawing, perhaps we can see the figures move and grow larger at our approach. Dodging the pugnacious lady on the left—did you hear her language?—and pausing to tip the one-legged fiddler, we are now at the quay. Here is our wherry and there, over the water, is the Apollo frigate of 38 guns. Much of the rest the reader must picture for himself.




Play with yourjancies, and in them behold




Upon the hempen tackle ship-boys climbing;




Hear the shrill whistle which doth order give




To sounds confused…




…o do but think




You stand upon the rivage, and behold




A City on the inconstant billows dancing;




For so appears this jleet majestical….




C. NORTHCOTE PARKINSON.




University of Liverpool,




January, 1948.












CHAPTER I 
THE MAN-OF-WAR

Ships of the line have their place in history hooks, frigates theirs in fiction. Most of the material here quoted relates to frigates and the accompanying illustrations are intended to give some idea of what a frigate looked like. At the beginning of the French Wars in 1793 the frigates available numbered only 6t, as compared with 113 sail of the line, and 75 sixth-rates and sloops. As the war progressed, more ships were needed for commerce protection but ships of the line did not multiply to the same extent. There were, indeed, only 108 of them in commission in 1810: by which year the cruisers (frigates, sloops, brigs, and cutters) numbered no less than 664. The frigates then in commission numbered 133. They fell, roughly, into three classes: 38-gun frigates, of which there were 4.8; 36-gun frigates, of which there were 49; and 32-gun frigates, of which there were 31.

A typical ship of the large class was the “Diana,” built to the design of Sir J. Henslow in 1794. She measured 146 feet 3 inches on the gun-deck, and 998 tons. She was established for a crew of 274. She mounted twenty-eight 18-pounders, with eight 9-pounders on the quarter-deck and two on the forecastle. Her sister ship, the “Jason,” built in the same year, mounted four 32-pounder carronades on her quarter-deck instead of the long guns and two more on her forecastle. Carronades were then popular and by 1799 all frigates had them.

The extract given below relates to the “Apollo” A long succession of frigates bore that name from 1794 onwards. But the author, in describing “The between decks of the ‘Apollo,’” adds that his description will serve as well “for all the frigates that ever were built, or ever will”

This deck then was just five feet five inches high to the beams, or cross timbers, by some thirty-six or forty feet wide from side to side, and required a sort of reverential position when walking, as a man even of the sailor breed, or under middle size, was sure to knock his pate against this ribbed ceiling. Thus, on descending into these regions of darkness, the hat was pulled off with great expedition, and the traveller advanced in the same position ambassadors advance towards thrones: it has been supposed, we will not say with how much justice, that this continual lowly position causes the round-shouldered stoop observable in the sons of Neptune; be this as It may, the whole expanse as far as visible forward, through the misty darkness, presented nothing but a succession of these ribs overhead. Those next the main-mast (opposite to which was situate the berth, parlour, or drawing-room of the mids) might be seen thick-studded with the hats and belts of the marines in all stages of pipe-claying, polishing, and brushing, together with their other accoutrements, dangling in mil air from their batons, while the soldiers themselves filled up the space beneath, busy as bees in the said operation; two exact rows of hanging tables. garnished either side; and the rest of more irregular jacks filled up a, confused distance into the very bows. Opposite the table of the marines lay a gulf called the main hatchway—this yawned terrible, displaying huge cables coiled in their tiers, and winding upwards to daylight held (running along the main deck above) this floating casde at her anchors; in the middle, amidships, just before the spot, stood, filing and hammering. two grim personages who might have passed for a pair of the cydops,. amidst the din, to which their noise came, in, as the drum in a full band, the other instruments being a mixture of mouths in full chorus; the pipes of the boatswain’s mate, the shrill squeaking of the ladies, with other sounds too confused to particularise.

Immediately behind all this, and on the opposite side, balancing the parlour of the midshipmen, lay constructed exactly in the same manner, the cabin of the captain’s steward—a person of infinite consequence—where many good things were discussed besides politics, viz., at least one-half of his master’s eatables and drinkables….

Behind this temple, on the same side, lived two quiet creatures, of litde note in the neighbourhood, and considered a couple of old bores by the whole set of bloods, whose chests and toilets came in contact with the outside of their partition. These poor souls were no other than the gunner and carpenter of the ship—warrant officers and men of note and authority on deck, but wholly insignificant at home… they never gained ground, or received any advance on the score of intimacy with the bucks of the quarter-deck, on the larboard side, except the good natured scribe Toby, considered an amphibious animal whose bureau, or office, lay exacdy opposite, and separated only from the mids by the cabin of the boatswain…. [See plate 3, page 45]..

We have now comprehended the whole area of the steerage—of that space included between the hallowed partition, or bulkhead, which separated the awful cabins of the lieutenants, and the foremost verge of the mids’ and captain’s stewards’ cabins oh each side, between which
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PLATE 1—Early 19th Century Captain’s Uniform.
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came down in mighty volume, the mainmast, and all the pumps, great shores or stanchions, etc., forming a sort of thick wood or forest—the scene of many skirmishes between the belligerents in night attacks.

The Navy at Home (3 Vols., London, 1831. William Marsh).
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I turned, on descending the hatchway, to view the maindeck. Ye gods, what a difference I I had anticipated a kind of elegant house with guns in the windows; an orderly set of men; in short, I expected to find a species of Grosvenor Place floating about like Noah’s ark. Here were the tars of England rolling about casks, without jackets, shoes, or stockings. On one side provisions were received on board; at one port-hole coals, at another wood; dirty women, the objects of sailors’ affections, with beer cans in hand, were everywhere conspicuous; the shrill whistle squeaked, and the voice of the boatswain and his mates rattled like thunder in my ears; the deck was dirty, slippery, and wet; the smells abominable; the whole sight disgusting; and when I remarked the slovenly dress of the midshipmen, dressed in shabby round jackets, glazed hats, no gloves, and some without shoes, I forgot all the glory of Nelson, all the pride of the navy, the terror of France, or the bulwark of Albion; and for nearly the first time in my life, and I wish I could say it was the last, took the handkerchief from my pocket, covered my face, and cried like the child I was.

The Life of a Sailor. By a captain in the Navy (3 vols., London, 1832. Richard Bentley).


[image: chpt_fig_003.jpg]


The next moment he stood in the presence of the captain, who was reclining on a sofa in the after-cabin, where was blended a strange medley of rough tokens of war with the softer attributes of peace; here ranged, well-filled book cases—there, double-barreled pistols, and Turkish and French sabres. Here polished mahogany satin chairs, vases of flowers, and billet-doux—there, stem cold iron in the shape of eighteen pounders, taking their way through windbws (the ports) hung with silk curtains—their icy touch and strained lashings told their scorn of the painter’s art to render them less ferocious, in white and green—in the fore-cabin hung a beautiful ormolu lamp over a festive board, where, when at sea, smoked eight silver covers at least (every day at 4 p.m.), with all the delicacies of all the world—now garnished with a fine green cloth, cut-glass decanters, different sorts of wine, and a luncheon on a tray, after the most approved modes of the fashionable world. In short, all was of the most refined elegance, of the most approved taste, of the most exquisite delicacy, and of the richest description, side by side, with the instruments of stem and instant destruction. In five minutes all would disappear, and the dogs let slip, fire, smoke, cartridges, bleeding bodies, recoiled guns; and fifty devils incarnate would turn this floating paradise to a hellish pandemoniun!

The Navy at Home. (3 Vols. London, 1831. William Marsh.)
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I was stationed at the foremast guns on the maindeck, and the ship cleared for action; and though on a comparatively small scale, I cannot imagine a more solemn, grand, or impressive sight than a ship prepared as ours was on that occasion. Her noble tier of guns in a line gently curving out towards the centre: the tackle laid across the deck; the shots and wads prepared in ample store (round shot and canister); the powder boys each with his box full, seated on it, with perfect apparent indifference as to the approaching conflict. The captains of guns, with their priming boxes buckled round their waists; the locks fixed upon the guns; the lanyards laid around them; the officers, with their swords drawn, standing by their respective divisions.

The quarter-deck was commanded by the captain in person, assisted by the first lieutenant, the lieutenant of marines, a party of small-arm men, with the mate and midshipmen, and a portion of seamen to attend the braces and fight the quarter-deck guns. The boatswain was on the forecasde; the gunner in the magazine to send up a supply of powder to the guns; the carpenter watched and reported, from time to time, the depth of water in the well. He was attended by his mates, who were provided with shot-plugs, oakum, and tallow, to stop any shot holes which might be made.

The surgeon was in the cockpit with his assistants. The knives, saws, tourniquets, sponges, basins, wine and water, were all displayed and ready for the first unlucky patient that might be presented. This was more awful to me than anything I had seen….

As soon as the fleet bore up to engage the enemy, we did the saane, keeping as near as we could to the admiral, whose signals we were ordered to repeat. I was particularly astonished with the skilful manner in which this was done. It was wonderful to see how instantaneously the same flags were displayed at our mastheads as had been hoisted by the admiral; and the more wonderful this appeared to me, since his flags were rolled up in rouhd balls, which were not broke loose until they had reached the masthead, so that the signal officers of a repeater had to make out the number of the flag during its passage aloft in disguise. This was done by the power of good telescopes, and from habit, and sometimes by anticipation of the signal that would be next made.

The reader may perhaps not be aware that among civilized nations, in naval warfare, ships in the line never fire at frigates, unless they provoke hostility by interposing between belligerent ships, or firing into them, as was the case in the Nile, when Sir James Saumarez, in the Orion, was under the necessity of sinking the Artemise, which he did with one broadside, as a reward for her temerity. Under this pax-in-bellum sort of compact, we might have come off scot-free, had we not partaken very liberally of the shot intended for larger ships, which did us serious damage

Frank Milimay, or The Naval Officer. Capt. Marryat (London, 1829).
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CHAPTER II 
THE OFFICERS

A man-of-war might he commanded either by a post captain, a “master and commander,” or a lieutenant. Any ship with more than twenty-eight guns would normally be commanded by an officer of post-rank A sloop, whether a ship or a brig, might have either a captain or a “master and commander.” A schooner or cutter was usually under the command of a lieutenant. The title of “master and commander. was used only in official correspondence, an officer of that rank being addressed, particularly by his subordinates and by his friends ashore, as “captain. A lieutenant in charge of a cutter was never called “captain" save in deliberate flattery. Like other lieutenants, his proper title wus his surname, prefixed by the word “Mister”

The achieving of post-rank was, in a sense, the climax of a naval officer’s career. It was the highest rank to which either interest or exertion could raise him. Thenceforward, provided he were employed, his promotion was a matter of seniority and could scarcely be hastened by any efforts of his own. To become an admiral, the essential steps were to be made post early and then to outlive the officers immediately senior. A tough constitution was the first requisite for success. Everything, however, depended on a rapid attainment of the rank of captain. Officers with very great interest, especially the sons of admirals, were often posted at a very early age. Captains aged nineteen or twenty were not unknown. There were cases of boys being promoted at as early an age as seventeen, and an older generation had seen at least one captain who had not yet reached that age.

The distinction drawn in later Stuart times between “gentlemen. and “tarpaulin. commanders tiever entirely disappeared during the 18th century. The profession was still open to talent and many officers had little or no pretension to gentility. There was, however, growing up a secondary or professional idea of rank. Officers of a normal middle-class origin frequently managed to acquire the accent and manners of the gentry without learning to despise their own trade; and it was among these that many of the best commanders were to he found. The Captain Wentworth portrayed by Jane Austen was a man of comparatively humble origin but perfectly able to move in the polite society of Bath. His good manners did not prevent him, nevertheless, from being perfectly frank about his pursuit of “prize-money.” He was making his fortune in a business-like way and saw no reason to be ashamed of it. Alongside officers of this admirable type were to be found the younger sons of the gentry and nobility. Some of these, by conceit and affectation, drove their messmates to the other extreme, so that there were captains who made rather a boast of their plebian birth and a virtue of their ill manners. A bluff “sea-dog" air was often a sort of protest against foppery, and did not even indicate a particularly lowly origin.

A captain, then, might be of almost any age, from twenty to fifty, and of almost any social rank. After 1815 the reduction of the Navy gave scope to a wave of snobbishness which brought about the ultimate exclusion of the plebeian officer.

The sun had just streaked the eastern hemisphere with his rays, when the commander of a frigate, which was cruising in the British Channel, awoke; and giving a monstrous yawn, called to a sentry at the cabin-door to pass the word for the steward. The sentry was walking to and fro under the half-deck, armed with a huge cutlass, which for more than a year had not slept in a scabbard; and, on hearing the order, he applied his hands to his mouth, vociferating with the lungs of a stentor, “Pass the word there for the captain’s steward!”

Our Captain next took a miniature from under his pillow, which he seemed to contemplate with peculiar delight; sighing and soliloquizing as he hung over it enamoured: “Can any face,” cried he, “be more angelic? Such top-lights! Or can any form be more ravishing? Such a pair of cat-heads! And, oh! what hair! By——, one might take a sheep-shank in it! Blow my good breeze! Fill all my sails! driver and ring-tail, spritsail and sprit-topsail! flying jib and jib of jibs! Waft me, oh waft me to the arms of Cassandra!”

The Post-Captain, or The Wooden Walls well manned; comprehending a view of naval society and manners. John Davis. (First published in 1805. Thomas Tegg. Reprinted, 1928).
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The joke about the seaman’s vocabulary when in love was no novelty in 1803. It had been one of the standing jests of the eighteenth century and was as familiar to Congreve as to Smollett. In putting this soliloquy into his captain’s mouth, Davis was following tradition. There was, nevertheless, a basis for the satire, even at a later period of the nineteenth century. The language of the sailor often remained distinctive, if only to answer to popular expectation. He was encouraged to be unintelligible exactly as Scotsmen have been so encouraged.

The school of naval captains most remarkable is one which may be called the “Benbow school,” from its adherence to the old customs of the service. The captain of this school thinks that the service is going to the devil. He uses a speaking trumpet, and wears a broad-tailed coat. He looks with abhorrence upon a man who can reason, or speak fluendy, and calls him a “sea lawyer." He impresses upon the minds of his officers that they have no right to think, and sets an example by never thinking himself…. He has divine service performed every Sunday, and regularly goes to sleep during the sermon. He “wonders what the navy will come to,” when he sees claret in a midshipman’s mess. He discourages taking in journals and goes to sleep after dinner. He flogs the men often “on system,” and pronounces a youngster, who shows any affectionate remembrance of home, a milksop. He always holds the same political opinions as the ministry that is in; and is very much afraid of the admiral….

The opposite dass to this, is the class of dashing dandy captains, who have pianofortes in their cabins—give parties on board—go out partridge shooting—and find their duty a bore. These gendemen cultivate the acquaintance of the military, and are proud of losing their money at blind-hookey. In fact, they try to turn the vessels they command into yachts, and succeed in degrading them from the rank of men-of-war, but not in obtaining any elegance to make up for the loss of their utility….

Biscuits and Grog. The personal reminiscences and sketches of Percival Plug, R.N. (LateMidshipman of H.M.S. Preposterous.) Second edition.

James Hannay. London, 1848. John and D. A. Darling.
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The above extract dates, as will be seen, from a late period. It is to be observed, however, that reminiscences of this kind usually relate to a time somewhat before the date of publication. The “Benbow school” of captains, moreover, was actually a relic of the Nelson period. The officers described belonged to an earlier age, and it is of no great consequence that Hannay can have seen them only in rather later lift. If they then spent much of their time in bewailing the decadence of the service, it is at least clear that there was, in fact, a great deal of decadence to bewail.

The following quotation illustrates the gulf which divided the commander of a frigate from the commander of a cutter. The officers and midshipmen who served in such small craft were always looked down upon as creatures very low in the social scale. Between the post captain of a frigate and the “master and commander" of a sloop there was a gulf, but not of quite the same kind, Every rising man had to he a “master and commander” at some time or other of his career. To command a cutter in the Channel, on the other hand, was not a necessary step to further promotion. Such a vessel was commanded, as often as not, by an elderly ex-boatswain promoted to lieutenant for the purpose and almost certain to retire with that rank.

Oddly enough, while the captain of a frigate despised those below him in the hierarchy, he was often very much inclined to pity those immediately above him. The captain of a ship of the line had comparatively litth chance either of making prize-money or distinguishing himself. The novelist’s hero always commanded a frigate.

Towards noon, a cutter appeared in sight; signals by telegraph quickly gave our Captain to understand that there were both news and despatches. The sea had by this time gone down considerably, which enabled a bandy-legged officer, dressed in tights and Hessian boots, with a tarnished cocked hat, which came up first, and a shabby epaulette, which quickly followed, to mount the gangway. This specimen of naval architecture (his shoulders were as round as a barrel) placed a sealed packet in the Captain’s hands, who had no sooner perused it than he made a very slight bow to the bearer, then touching his hat at the same time, with an expression of countenance which plainly signified “get out,” he ordered the boatswain to turn the hands up——make sail!

The officer in the tights thought this was sharp practice, so was down the side in an instant, and ordered his-boat’s crew to pull back to his own craft. He knew he was a lion in the cutter—worse than a mouse in the huge fabric he had joyously quitted—he gained his own quarter-deck, snapped his fingers at his big friend to windward, and then ordered his boatswain (mate) to pipe to grog—his allowance was no joke, as he kept the key.
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