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Foreword

The British Royal Navy during the Age of Nelson has proved rich in inspiration for novelists ranging from Captains Marryat and Chamier, John Davies and the mysterious ‘Bill Truck’, all of whom served at sea at the time, to C.S. Forester, Alexander Kent, Dudley Pope and Patrick O’Brian.

My own fascination began when, at the age of fourteen, I acquired six broken-backed volumes of William James’s The Naval History of Great Britain from a jumble sale. They cost me my week’s pocket money, the princely sum of half a crown, some twelve and a half pence. What added to my sense of excitement as I returned home with my purchase was the discovery that James’s pages were uncut. I had the illusion that I was the first person to read the books.

I became fascinated by the skills and intricacies of manoeuvring ships under sail, fascinated too by the men who handled them. I also sought experience under sail myself, though I was to earn my living in more prosaically-propelled vessels. Years later, at sea in my own first command, I embarked in recording the adventures of Nathaniel Drinkwater, whose naval service is exclusively in what were then generically referred to as ‘cruizers’. Notwithstanding the invention a novelist may resort to, the truth remains for me more remarkable than fiction, precisely because the pages of William James convinced me that the reality had been truly amazing.

This, then, is the story of these men, the real Hornblowers, Aubreys, Bolithos, Ramages and Drinkwaters. Many enjoyed lives as fantastical as their literary successors, many deserve hauling out from under the shadow of the great Nelson, while the character of most of them, one way or another, provides the answer to the question why, despite all its horrors and hardships, the British Royal Navy kept the sea and fought so magnificently for almost a quarter of a century.

Though it is set against the background of grand strategy, this book is not the history of admirals and fleets, for that would be an overview inimical to its purpose. Here the viewpoint is more intimate; here, I hope, are glimpses of men upon their own quarterdecks in pursuit of enemy men-of-war, in defence of convoys, or escaping from superior forces. Here may be found accounts of attacks on shore positions, ports, batteries and other military targets, as well as on enemy merchant shipping; in fact, on all the objectives damaging to an enemy. Nevertheless, the book only skims the surface. William James’s Naval History of Great Britain, terse and impersonal, a mere list of incidents, requires’ six volumes to chronicle the extraordinary extent of the Royal Navy’s activities. Napoleon, exiled and reflective, was not far from the truth when he remarked that wherever there was water to float a ship, there one would find a British man-of-war. This book attempts no such global or chronological comprehensiveness; it seeks only to give the sea warriors their rightful place in history as the true exponents of naval warfare in the days of sail. Here, in short, be dragons.

Richard Woodman.
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CHAPTER 1
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‘Post nubila Phoebus’

On Wednesday, 2 January 1793, the small 14-gun British brig-sloop Childers stood into the entrance to the natural harbour of Brest on the north-west coast of France under a lowering overcast. The breeze was light and threatening to fail. Her ‘master and commander’, Robert Barlow, was charged with the duty of reconnoitring Brest Road to determine the state of readiness of the Atlantic squadron of the French navy based there. Upon the approach of the little Childers, the French batteries guarding the southern shore of Le Goulet fired a warning shot, whereupon Barlow ran up British colours, as he was bound to do. The republican tricolour was hoisted in response and two other batteries opened fire, so that shot plunged round the Childers as the wind died away. Barlow ordered his crew to man their sweeps, the long oars carried by small men-ofwar, and by dint of effort the brig was manually pulled out of danger until a light westerly breeze filled her sails. The Childers then sailed past Pointe St Mathieu, out of range, as the winter night closed in.

One shot had actually hit the brig, passing through her bulwark and splitting a 4-pounder gun, but injuring no one. Recovering the ball, Barlow headed north as the wind backed and freshened. By the 3rd, the Childers was battling a northerly gale, tacking to windward and heading for the south coast of Cornwall. Next day she stood into Fowey, whereupon Barlow landed and, carrying the French shot, posted express up to London, to make his report to the Admiralty. What until 1914 the British referred to as ‘The Great War’ had just begun.

Barlow’s action opened the first phase of this titanic struggle with Revolutionary France, which lasted until 1802. There then followed a brief suspension of hostilities, known as the Peace of Amiens, but this ended the following year, and Britain was once more engaged in hostilities with a France transformed by the rise to imperial pretension of Napoleon Bonaparte. At best the British achievement by 1802 can only be described as a stalemate, but by the final end of the conflict in 1815 France was exhausted and in political turmoil, with her quondam emperor in exile. Britain, on the other hand, stood on the threshold of an imperial expansion which would far exceed that of Napoleonic France, while Europe and the world were to enjoy a century of relative peace under the Pax Britannica.

Although all the major European powers were involved in this long conflict, and the young United States fought Great Britain between 1812 and 1814, the outcome centred upon a direct confrontation between British sea-power and French land-power. Both the British Royal Navy and the French Grand Army produced leaders of outstanding ability. Curiously, while there are a number of English biographies of Napoleon’s military commanders, there are relatively few accounts of the exploits and achievements of the British sea-officers whose abilities ultimately triumphed. Paradoxically, they are to be found instead in romanticised form, in a genre of nautical fiction popularly thought to have been established by C.S. Forester, though actually initiated by several former naval sailors. A few, like Captain Frederick Marryat, are remembered; but most, such as the able seaman known pseudonymously as Bill Truck, and Captain Chamier (who ironically enough was published in Paris), are now long forgotten. Forester’s Captain Horatio Hornblower was followed by a number of sea heroes, conceived on either side of the Atlantic. Most of these novels, ancient and modern, are based on real events, for the achievements of the Royal Navy during this period provide a rich source of robust and exciting material. The novelist’s hero must enjoy a succession of personal triumphs and tragedies, from which the story is fashioned, and here the novelist has the edge over the biographer in being able to cull excitement from numerous real existences, amalgamate them, and offer them to the reader as the fictional biography of his particular naval paragon. Although a real naval officer might participate in several actions, such was the size, diversity and global disposition of the British Royal Navy of the period that he was equally likely to endure decidedly un heroic longueurs and disappointments. But truth is stranger and often more exciting than fiction, and the neglect of the true protagonists of these exploits prompts the question why they have been supplanted by the fictional super-hero?

One possible reason is the common misperception that as far as British naval involvement was concerned, the war was as good as won when Nelson died victorious at Trafalgar in 1805. This is an oversimplified and largely erroneous view. The truth is that Trafalgar was not quite the victory of annihilation Nelson had sought; indeed, among his last remarks was an expression of regret that more enemy ships had not surrendered. The significance of Trafalgar, which can only be appreciated with the wisdom of hindsight, was that it was an empowering victory. Apart from an engagement off San Domingo in the following year, there were no further fleet actions. Thereafter, the ships of the Royal Navy fought a war of attrition against their enemies whenever and wherever they appeared, and it is in this relentless exploitation of the advantage wrested from the combined fleets of France and Spain off Cape Trafalgar that the true nature of Nelson’s legacy can be found.

The men who prosecuted this long maritime campaign were generally outstanding both as seamen and as naval officers. The Royal Navy of the period was a vast and complex organisation in which brutality, disease and privation were common but, as the American naval historian Captain Mahan is so often quoted as having written, its storm-battered ships stood between the Grand Army and its domination of the world. That they were able to do so argues that the organisation behind them was superior to the populist image of a navy run on rum, sodomy and the lash.

Certainly the Royal Navy was blessed with two generations of outstanding sea warriors who collectively displayed exceptional courage. Ruthlessly pursuing their objectives, they often found opponents worthy of their mettle, for not only the French and Spanish but the Danes, the Dutch, the Russians and the Americans learnt from the aggressive methods of their common British enemy, and many of them fought their British foe tooth and nail. If victory was what the British public came to expect, it was never a thing to put money on. British ships were occasionally fought to a standstill, and not only by the young United States Navy, although the impact upon British public opinion of the American frigate victories was profound. Several gallant enemy commanders whose fates brought them into action against the Royal Navy have their place in the story; however inevitably the British sea warriors bestride the naval history of the period.

But how did it all begin, this Great War? Why was Commander Robert Barlow, in his almost insignificant little brig-sloop, poking about in the approaches to the great French naval arsenal of Brest at the beginning of January 1793?

Barlow had been sent to Brest because of the rapidly deteriorating political situation in Europe. Despite the endeavours of William Pitt’s government to remain aloof from the revolution in France so that the British economy might recover from the late wars with most of Europe over the issue of American independence, the matter was intruding into British domestic affairs. Rival factions both for and against the rising tide of revolutionary republicanism were increasingly vocal in London, and these concerned a government worrying over the failure of the harvest after a sodden summer. Still more disturbing, however, was the fact that in the winter of 1792 the French revolutionary government began to export their ideology, annexing Savoy and invading the Rhineland and the southern Netherlands, at the time an Austrian possession. The Declaration of Pillnitz a year earlier, in which the continental European monarchs had pledged themselves to the restoration of Louis XVI to his throne, had precipitated the French revolutionaries to take the offensive before a combination of their declared enemies could prevail against them. In this unstable situation, Barlow had been ordered to determine the state of the nearest and most powerful French fleet.

In January 1793 the British government was nervous, not so much about the ideological battle then breaking over the crowned heads of Europe, but because of its own state of readiness. Britain had acquired Canada and India at the end of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, and the rebellion of the British colonists in North America had encouraged the retributive malice of France and Spain. In 1779 an enormous enemy fleet had entered the Channel and caused a real invasion scare. The British fleet had been hard-pressed and overstretched, trying to protect vital overseas trade and at loggerheads both with the French and Spanish and with the Dutch and the Armed Neutrality of the combined Baltic states; the saving grace had been French and Spanish ineptitude in the matter of keeping scurvy at bay.

The Royal Navy of the day was not the instrument it was to become in the greater war now looming. It was riddled with corruption and jobbery, slack in its pursuance of its objectives, and rarely had sufficient ships in commission to accomplish its objectives. But, and it is a formidable but, despite the shortcomings of its administration during and after the American War, it had learned how to maintain a fleet at sea without being immobilised by scurvy; it had coppered the bottoms of all its ships to keep out the ship-worm; and it was introducing a number of technological innovations which were to give it a considerable advantage over its opponents. Also, in enduring a period of the most profound adversity in the hopeless struggle against the independence of the United States of America, the Royal Navy had nurtured the first generation of the sea warriors it was to deploy in the far more vital struggle against France and her allies after 1793. Among them was Nelson, already a junior captain.

These young firebrands had mostly languished unemployed on half-pay during the years of peace, but at the outbreak of the French Revolution in 1789 they began to petition the Admiralty in droves for appointments to ships. Long before the politicians were willing to admit it, they sensed that another rupture with the old enemy was inevitable.

Mercifully, not only were the officers ready for war: so, unusually, was the fleet. This was in part due to a series of crises quite unconnected with France which had arisen in the previous few years. Chief of these was the ‘Spanish Armament’ of 1790, a partial mobilisation of the navy resulting from the territorial claims of the Spanish over the whole Pacific coast of North America. Although war had been avoided, preparations for this and two other similar ‘armaments’ generated by disagreements with the Dutch and Russians had ensured that the navy was in a better state than was customary at the commencement of hostilities. The scandalous naval administration during the American War had prompted some few reforming measures, and the head of the Navy Board responsible for the material state of the ships was an outstanding officer. Dedicated and innovative, Sir Charles Middleton enters our story as Comptroller of the Navy, to leave it later as Lord Barham, First Lord of the Admiralty during the campaign of Trafalgar. The speed of full mobilisation was largely due to his energetic response to the deterioration of international affairs.

A week before Their Lordships at the Admiralty (the officers and politicians charged with the political direction of the Royal Navy) sent Barlow his orders to sail from Plymouth for Brest, Middleton had had the artificers at the Royal Dockyards working ‘double-tides’. Thus, in December 1792, as the government called out the militia for duty, the Royal Navy’s line-of-battle ships, frigates and lesser men-of-war were readied for service, and Captain Nelson wrote jubilantly to his wife: ‘Post Nubila Phoebus... after the clouds comes sunshine... The Admiralty so smile upon me... that if I chose to take a sixty-four [gun ship] to begin with I should be appointed to one as soon as she was ready.’ After Barlow’s report had been received at the Admiralty, matters moved at a hotter pace. To a letter of 7 January, Nelson added three breathless sentences: ‘Everything looks War. One of our ships looking into Brest has been fired into. The shot is now at the Admiralty.’

Then, on 21 January, King Louis XVI was guillotined and the French government declared war upon Great Britain, Spain and the United Provinces of the Dutch Netherlands. Paris ordered the mobilisation of thirty sail of the line and twenty frigates; in London, the French ambassador was asked to leave the country.

It was not so much the execution of King Louis that so alarmed the British as the French occupation of Brussels and Antwerp and the revoking of old guarantees about navigation on the Schelde, the river that was said to ‘point a pistol at London’. The prospect of commercial strangulation, of the blockade of the Thames, up which an annual trade worth £60 millions flowed, spelled the ruin of all hopes of British economic revival. Indeed, it threatened Britain’s national survival.

The British merchant marine was about three times larger than that of France, and therefore proportionately more vulnerable. The British economy relied heavily upon imports and exports of ever-increasing manufactures, and most of this trade was carried in British ‘bottoms’; moreover, the British government relied upon the duties raised by this trade. The whole enterprise was exposed to the abilities of the French as commerce raiders, a form of warfare in which they excelled. Protection of trade against this guerre de course was just one of the duties in which the rapidly commissioning ships of the Royal Navy had to be deployed.

The war against British trade, often marginalised by historians, was to prove relentless, detached from the movements of the principal fleets. It did not in fact peak until after the strategic watershed of Trafalgar in 1805, and is one reason why the sea warriors of the Napoleonic War had perforce to maintain their exertions throughout the decade that succeeded Nelson’s great victory.

Broadly the task of the Royal Navy was five-fold. First and foremost, it had to guard against invasion, and for that purpose the prime ‘Western Squadron’, better known to history as the Channel Fleet, was maintained in the ‘Chops’ of the Channel, usually off Brest or in the anchorage of Tor Bay. It thus accomplished a dual purpose, for the Royal Navy’s second task was blockade: wherever an enemy fleet existed, it had to maintain at least a watching presence, to give early warning of any fleet movements so that they could be contained and, if possible, defeated. Brest was the principal naval arsenal of the French in the north, but Toulon on the Mediterranean coast was equally important, as were the lesser French naval bases on the Atlantic at La Rochelle and L’Orient. As the war escalated and the French began their domination of the Continent, other ports also required blockade.

After 1805 and the escalation of the economic war, the aim was not only to utterly deny the enemy’s naval fleets access to the sea, but to strangle the maritime trade of the French Empire. The Royal Navy had to blockade almost every port between the Baltic and Constantinople, though it was the major naval ports of France and her Allies which comprised the first obligation of the blockading squadrons. These were composed of line-of-battle ships, mostly 74-gun ‘third-rates’, supported by frigates and lesser vessels. Overall command of a blockading squadron was vested in an admiral who might have subordinate admirals under his command or on local detachment, blockading an adjacent port. By and large we shall leave these distant, storm-battered ships to their vigil. As line-of-battle ships they were the commands of senior post-captains who had already seen many years of service and did not much object to the predictable if harsh monotony of their duty.

The British Navy’s third responsibility was irksome, unpopular and tedious, but also vital: it had to provide cover, in the form of convoy escort, to literally thousands of British merchantmen and the vessels of foreign merchants carrying cargoes to and from Britain. It was irksome and tedious because it tied the hands of the young cruiser-commanders to whom it was entrusted. Unlike the senior officers commanding ships on blockade, these younger men hankered after greater freedom of action, offering the possibility of advancement, fame and fortune and it was often necessary to impress upon them the importance of convoy protection. One actually left his convoy behind, arguing that it could not keep up with his flash frigate. As an inducement, in 1803 the consortium of ship-owners, merchants and underwriters who made up Lloyd’s of London established a Patriotic Fund from which douceurs were paid to deserving officers. Captains who defended their convoys with spirit might receive cash grants, or suitably inscribed presentation swords. But lack of opportunity was not the only drawback to trade protection. Often the independent-minded masters of the convoyed merchant ships were difficult to control, while the disparate sailing speeds of laden merchantmen usually added another dimension to the escort commander’s miseries. As the convoy approached its destination, masters of fast ships would detach in the hope of reaching port first and scooping the market with their cargo – and it was here, whether in the English Channel or off the mouth of the Hooghly River near Calcutta, that the French corsairs lay in wait.

If officers disliked convoy escort, they eagerly sought an independent cruise. This, the fourth function of the Royal Navy, was intended to maintain a presence wherever British influence was required, covering the trade routes and simultaneously discouraging the passage of enemy naval or merchant vessels. Whenever and wherever such ships appeared, they had to be captured or destroyed; capture, from which prize money or head money might be derived, was preferable. The importance of prize money as an incentive is a subject we shall return to, but for now it is only necessary to emphasise that an ambitious officer sent on a cruise stood to make both his fortune and his reputation if it proved successful.

Finally, the fifth principal task of the men-of-war of His Britannic Majesty’s fleet was to supply ships and support to detachments of the army sent on foreign expeditions. These combined operations were real extensions of British sea-power, and upon occasion they went wrong. They did, however, greatly increase the potence of the navy, providing bases in overseas possessions. The extent to which this had become necessary is illustrated by events in South Africa. At the beginning of the war in 1793, the Cape of Good Hope was a Dutch colony. The Dutch, soon to embrace the revolutionary creed and become the Batavian Republic, denied the British the traditional staging post of Table Bay for their East Indiamen en route to India and China. In 1795 an operation was therefore mounted to take the Cape, but in the peace settlement of 1802 it was returned to the Dutch. When war broke out again fourteen months later, in May 1803, the British were obliged to repeat the process.

Between 1808 and 1814, with an Anglo-Portuguese army in Spain, supply and support by sea became vital. British involvement on the Peninsula began disastrously with the withdrawal from Coruña in January 1809, but this withdrawal was only achieved by sea power, and it was sea power which made it possible for the strategy to be repeated under the future Duke of Wellington and enabled him to make his final advance across Spain and into south-western France in 1814.

Trade protection and defence, independent missions and minor combined operations were largely the province of a variety of craft smaller than the line-of-battle ship, all of which were referred to indiscriminately as cruisers. This class was a broad one, comprising ship-rigged vessels mounting on their gun decks an establishment of between 28 and 44 guns. Frigates were officially the fifth and sixth rates on the naval establishment, all vessels mounting more than 50 guns being considered line-of-battle ships and comprising the first four rates. There was a smaller class of vessel included in the sixth-rate, the 20- and 24-gun ship-rigged sloop. These were known as ‘post-ships’ and were the smallest men-of-war that rated as a post-captain’s command, more of which later. The true frigates of the fifth and sixth rates carried their main armament on a single gun deck, and accommodated their companies in a berth deck below. This not only gave their crews a marginally more comfortable life than living on the gun-decks did, but also gave the gun-deck a freeboard suitable for action in most sea-states short of strong gales and storms. Frigates were capable of extended cruises in distant waters and were largely self-sufficient for many months, even years. If the captain could lay in stocks of wood and water from natural sources, all he needed was to top up his consumable stores, powder and ball from a foreign base, or from his captures.

Below these ‘rated’ ships, came a whole host of smaller sloops mounting from 14 to 18 main-deck guns. These were the commands of officers known until 1794 as ‘master and commander’ – as was Barlow. This became plain ‘commander’ when they were supported by a warrant navigating officer, known as the ‘second master’.

To these sloops, which were much employed upon convoy escort, must be added two other classes of vessel also used as convoy escorts. The first was the bomb-vessel, a small, very solidly built ship-rigged craft. Although designed specifically for mounting heavy mortars to bombard static targets ashore, the deployment of mortars was not common and required the shipping of gunnery specialists. Until required for such tasks, these vessels worked with convoys, usually somewhat ineffectively, for they were slow sailers and their failure to intercept privateers was notorious. The other class of purpose-built ship commonly used as an escort was the fireship.

Below the bomb vessel and fireship came yet more small vessels, usually commanded by lieutenants, most of whom were ageing men who could expect little further promotion. The small, shallow draughted gun-brig of 10 to 14 guns was the unglamorous end of the road for many a lieutenant-in-command, ‘tarpaulin captains’ bound on tedious convoy escort amid the tides and fogs of the North Sea and the English Channel.

The organisation of a naval ship’s company was complex. Broadly, however, the command structure was the same for all men-of-war. Below the captain – a warship’s commander was always her ‘captain’ to those on board, irrespective of his actual substantive rank – were a number of commissioned lieutenants and, except in the smallest vessels, a few Royal Marine officers. Realistically, only the lieutenants were in the running for promotion, with the aspiring young gentlemen in the midshipmen’s quarters providing the next candidates.

The internal organisation of the ship required a group of specialist warrant officers and these included the master, sometimes referred to as the sailing-master, a specialist not only in navigation but in stowage and ship maintenance, skills usually deriving from service in merchant ships. Like all the warrant officers he was assisted by mates, who might be able-seamen working their way up to master, but might equally be midshipmen who had passed their lieutenant’s examinations and were waiting to receive commissions. While the master might be considered respectable enough to walk the quarterdeck and qualified to remonstrate with the captain within strict limits, in the hierarchy of Georgian society he was not a gentleman. Although his responsibilities made him a highly-paid member of the ship’s company, he had usually reached the end of the line. A master was only rarely commissioned lieutenant; most did not want it, enjoying both their respectable status and the better pay that went with it. There were, as we shall see, significant exceptions.

Other specialist warrant officers considered respectable enough to consort with the commissioned officers included the surgeon and the purser, the latter being the ship’s store-keeper. All were appointees of the Navy Board, not the Admiralty, and had to provide qualifications or sureties against their professional conduct. The master had to produce evidence of navigational competence found by examination before the Board of Trinity House, the surgeon evidence of his skill and knowledge by certification at Surgeon’s Hall, and the purser had to put up a considerable cash bond against his good book-keeping, the amount depending upon the rate of ship. The remaining warrant officers included the gunner, who acted as a sea-daddy to the midshipmen, the carpenter, the boatswain, and the cook.

Administratively, all persons on board were appointed to a division, each of which was headed by a lieutenant, and this related to where they messed and slept. Thus, beneath the captain the command and control of the vessel spread outwards and downwards, through the commissioned and warrant officers, by way of the petty officers, the yeomen, leading hands and able-seamen, to the ordinary seamen, the landsmen (the most nautically ignorant) and the boys. These last, like a few of the midshipmen, would literally be children, assigned to duties as servants. To a few of the feeblest of the men, victims of congenital disorders perhaps, would go the most menial tasks: cleaning the ship’s latrines or heads, or mucking out any livestock.

There is plenty of evidence of cruelty and unpleasantness on board ship, of inhumane treatment of ordinary seamen, and of a snobbishness we should find intolerable and unacceptable today. The age, for all its superficial gentility and growing intellectual rationality, remained a brutal one. War was almost the norm for the whole of the eighteenth century, while disease was rampant in all strata of society; men and women lived close to death throughout their lives, and existence itself was a matter of hazard.

The ordinary seaman was usually picked up by the press gang. He was required solely for his brawn, and if he survived he would probably end his service with at least a rupture: more than 40,000 trusses were issued to seamen during this period. Some men, however, actually volunteered for naval service, and brought with them valuable experience. These sailors were the better-paid merchant seamen who knew that impressment would be their lot sooner or later. In time of war they preferred to accept the inevitable and take the cash bounty that went with volunteering, rather than suffer the cruel indignities of impressment.

Seamen’s wages were usually month in arrears. In 1760 their Lordships at the Admiralty had been driven to the expedient of erecting the screen wall which still stands in front of the Admiralty in London, to keep at bay seamen rioting for their overdue money. Occasionally the Admiralty avoided payment of any wages at all at the conclusion of a ship’s commission; the most extreme example of this is that of the Fox. During the Napoleonic War this frigate saw service in the Red Sea, Indian Ocean and East Indies; she was in commission for fifteen years at the conclusion of which not one penny was paid to her crew.

Stoppages were taken out of a seaman’s pay for goods purchased on board from the ship, and compulsory deductions were made for medical treatment of venereal infections. Since a seaman might not be allowed shore leave for fear he would desert, whores brought on board by pimps were the only women he could resort to. It is not surprising that some men turned to their fellows for sexual comfort, even though the sentence for any detected ‘detestable act’ of homosexual intercourse was death.

This situation worsened as the war progressed, for these professional seamen were a finite resource and the increasing demands for manpower drove the government to desperate measures. The Quota Acts of 1795 required men to be found by every county and it was these who were usually rated as landsmen. Many were misfits and bad hats plucked by the magistrates from the county gaols, and their recruitment added nothing to the quality of life in the dank misery between decks in one of His Britannic Majesty’s ships of war. During his time at sea a man would probably be affected at some time or another by scurvy. He was more likely to die of disease, probably yellow fever, or to sustain a fatal injury on board than to be killed in action. Alternatively, he might go mad, either from drink or from profound psychological disturbance; to its credit, in addition to its own hospital at Haslar the Royal Navy maintained a ward for the insane at Hoxton Hospital in London.

With such a disparate collection of humanity kept for months in the confinement of a cruising frigate, about 260 men in each ship, it is scarcely surprising that a savage discipline had to be maintained. The only means of so doing was by means of the lash, and although this was used regularly, in itself it seems not to have been greatly resented by the generality of those seamen untouched by it. This is no extenuation of the effect it had upon its victims: a man lashed was usually a man broken. What is perhaps surprising is that men so severely constrained could work and fight their ships, and do so magnificently. Perhaps the explanation is to be found in the observation of the Lord High Admiral of England responsible for the defeat of the Spanish Armada two centuries earlier: ‘A portion of madness,’ Lord Howard of Effingham wrote, ‘is a necessary ingredient in the character of an English seaman’. Certainly action provided the effectively cathartic outlet that pent-up frustrations sought.

So much for the men; but what of the officers, who though materially and physically better off in many ways still endured privations, psychological disturbances, and all the risks attached to a life at sea? And most of all, what of the commanders in whose hands rested the responsibility for the conduct of individual ships and for the furtherance of British naval policy? Was a portion of madness necessary to them, too?

The captain who set his stamp upon this closely interlocking mass of humanity determined not only the style in which the ship was managed but the reputation she acquired. His existence was remote and often lonely, narrowly circumscribed by usage and custom, privilege and precedent. He had achieved his position by a variety of routes, chief of which was usually preferment by means of patronage or ‘interest’. A full post-captain in 1793 would have entered the navy as a captain’s servant, a device by which the over-generous number of servants allowed on the establishment of a man-of-war was taken up by young aspirants. After the reforms of 1794, when the number of established servants was reduced, he would enter as a volunteer before being accepted as an extra or a rated midshipman. These youngsters were usually sons, nephews or other relations of the captain, or of friends or acquaintances to whom the captain owed an obligation or from whom he expected a favour.

When a ‘young gentleman’ proved his worth he would be rated midshipman or sometimes, as a paper device, able-seaman, which was usually to conceal his youth. Such youngsters then had to serve six years, reach the age of twenty, (later reduced to nineteen), and pass the examination for lieutenant, which was sometimes either waived or farcical, particularly if a relative or patron was on the board of examiners. Nor was this the worst fiddle in the desperate matter of promotion. Very frequently young gentlemen in their infancy were entered on the books of a ship, to start accruing sea-time. When Lord Cochrane was still a boy, his father bought him a commission in the 104th Regiment of Foot while his uncle entered him successively on the books of the Vesuvius, Carolina, La Sophie and Hind. Such practices were common among the well-to-do. Similarly, the regulation age for promotion to lieutenant was frequently and flagrantly fudged or circumvented, though assiduously conformed with on paper. Bogus certificates attesting to age were easily come by for a shilling, and the examiners always protected themselves by affirming that a candidate appeared to be of the requisite age. Nelson himself was a lieutenant at the age of eighteen, a commander at twenty and a post-captain at twenty-one. While he subsequently justified this rapid promotion, his stepson, Josiah Nisbet, did not. This young man, a lieutenant at sixteen, a commander at seventeen and a post-captain at eighteen, was entirely unworthy, and an unmitigated disaster.

The world then winked at such dishonesties, regarding them as trivial; it was felt that a young gentleman of blood and mettle should be promoted. Moreover, although the system depended upon the opinions not only of naval officers but of politicians and others influential in the workings of government, and although it produced some poor officers, the majority carried out their duties ably enough. That said, many very able men never made the next vital step, however. The rigid workings of Georgian society were such that neither ability nor money guaranteed promotion, whereas social connections almost invariably did. Of course Their Lordships could, and often did, retain an incompetent officer ashore on half pay, but this did nothing to ameliorate the plight of the deserving but neglected officer who failed to rise through lack of interest. Paradoxically, money alone could not buy a career. One officer, a ‘son of a man of large fortune, but obscure family’ failed to rise because the large fortune had been gained in trade – an odd comment on a nation which Napoleon ridiculed as composed of shop-keepers! It is the exceptions that prove the rule, however, and there were occasional promotions based solely upon ability. A few men rose from the ranks, usually by attracting the notice of captains who had themselves acquired power and influence. Such an outsider was William Elliott, who entered the navy in 1795 as a purser’s assistant and, by dint of distinguishing himself in action several times, gained a commission as lieutenant in 1802. He was made commander in 1809 and post-captain in 1810, when he was still only twenty-eight. Elliott died a Companion of the Bath and a knight of a Portuguese order.

In addition to patronage, one might therefore achieve promotion through an act of extreme gallantry in action. The first lieutenants of all the ships in a victorious fleet action could expect advancement to commander. But this was merely a half-way house. Only when an officer reached the rank of post-captain could he relax. Being ‘made post’ meant commanding a rated ship, a post ship or a frigate, and for three years transferring the single epaulette to the right shoulder. At the expiry of this period an officer shipped an epaulette on both shoulders, and could in due course expect command of a ship-of-the-line.

Once achieved, the rank of post-captain meant the officer had joined an inviolable queue which, if he lived long enough, would carry him up the list of post-captains until he was given his flag as a rear-admiral. But more than professional security came with this almost mystical elevation. With post-rank came a host of perquisites, and the power to dispense patronage and interest. A post-captain was a made man, an eligible parti if he was not already married, and if he was, endowing his wife with more than his mere surname. He was worth cultivating by the politicians and the squirearchy in his county, wealthy enough to acquire a small estate of his own were he not an elder son of landowning gentry. Since a significant proportion of post-captains came from the unlanded professional classes, such a purchase was doubly significant. If he wished it, a post-captain was also a potential candidate for a seat on his local bench as a magistrate, or for political preferment.

In the eighteenth century it was perfectly possible for a serving naval officer to be a Member of Parliament. Sometimes, particularly if he supported the party in opposition, he would miss a parliamentary session by being sent to sea; on the other hand, if the government had need of him and his ship was in commission, a temporary ‘job captain’ would be put in his place. Such politicking had its advantages and its disadvantages. Occasionally his first lieutenant was appointed to act for him and might, if he were lucky, be able to capitalise on any opportunity which offered during his tenure.

At sea, if free of the close control of an admiral or senior captain, the post-captain was on his own, at liberty to conduct his ship according to the spirit and letter of his orders by means of his own initiative and interpretation. Sometimes that interpretation could be pretty wide, but he must always be mindful of the strictures Their Lordships laid upon him. In the small ceremony of taking command, a captain was received at the ship’s side with the due pomp of a marine guard and a side-party. He was piped aboard and his officers doffed their hats. He doffed his, not in response to their salute, but to the quarterdeck above which the ensign flew, a symbol of his own subordination to the Crown and State whose commission he held, and which he now read aloud to his assembled crew. He was charged to conduct affairs in accordance with the Articles of War, and to do his utmost against the enemy. Should he fail, should he lose his nerve or lose his ship, he and his ship’s company, the circumstances notwithstanding, would be called to account.




The Sea Warriors







CHAPTER 2
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‘We dished her up in fifty minutes’

In June 1792, the Admiralty had ordered all frigates and guardships based in British waters to Spithead; the following month exercises had been held in the Channel under Lord Hood before the ships were dispersed to their stations again. At the outbreak of war a fleet of twenty-five ships-of-the-line and almost fifty frigates were in commission and all available vessels were sent out for a short period to ‘cruise against the enemy’. Thereafer, this number steadily rose. Great Britain’s first line of defence was the Southern North Sea, the Strait of Dover and the English Channel and these areas were soon ‘full of frigates’, with Rear-Admiral McBride commanding in The Downs having the management of them. Pending more permanent arrangements, this was a fast response to the changing situation, designed to intimidate French aggression. Orders in Council prevented any merchant ships from sailing, partly to prevent them falling into the hands of the enemy but mainly to prevent their crews escaping the hot-press that was out to man the Royal Navy’s men-of-war. By March convoy escorts were available for the coasting trades and the herring fishery, while other frigates sailed to warn homeward-bound merchantmen that a state of war existed, and to emphasise the fact by poaching prime seamen out of them.

On the far side of the Channel it was a rather different story. On the military front the French Republic had capitalised on disagreements between the Allied powers, raised ragged but fervent levies, and gained her first victories. The Republic’s navy was a different matter. For a start, it had formerly been officered by aristocrats, the officiers rouges of the upper echelons of command, and these had either emigrated or been guillotined. Lower ranks were filled with officiers bleus, men from the maritime community who now had to assume higher posts and strive to generate activity in the dockyards. Here they had to turn rabid ideological debate into more practical channels, flying in the face of revolutionary ideals which took republicanism to extremes. One instance of this was the abolition of a competent corps of seamen-gunners on the grounds of élitism. Every revolutionary should have the right to man artillery, it was argued, training being of no apparent account.

However, a degree of order was emerging, sufficient to despatch Contre-Amiral Sercey to the West Indies with a squadron consisting of four ships-of-the-line and frigates, while Vice-Amiral Morard de Galles assembled a major fleet of seventeen 120-, 110-, 80- and 74-gun ships and four frigates for service off the Breton coast. Other frigates, many of the fine 40-gun classes which we shall encounter later, were also preparing or were already at sea. Either singly or in small squadrons, joining the corsairs of St Malo, Nantes and Bordeaux, they went in quest of homeward-bound British merchantmen. In response the British sent out their own frigates, sometimes in small ‘flying’ squadrons, sometimes singly or in pairs.

It was not long before these opposing cruisers ran into one another.

As dawn broke over the coast of Devon on 18 June 1793, His Britannic Majesty’s 36- gun frigate Nymphe hove in sight of a strange sail to the eastward. The British cruiser was a French-built ship taken in the American War. She had recently been recommissioned and was on her second cruise, having sailed the previous day from Plymouth. She was almost entirely manned by landsmen, including eighty Cornish tin-miners, though Nymphe’s captain had also taken the crew out of a merchantman and placed her mate, a Mr Gaze, upon his own quarterdeck. Additional prime seamen had been pressed out of other merchantmen in the Channel during her first short cruise the month before.

Daybreak on 18 June found Nymphe sixteen miles south of Prawle Point. As the stars faded in the eastern sky, the strange vessel was identified as a French national frigate. Nymphe’s captain ordered his men to make sail in chase of her.

His name was Edward Pellew.

Edward Pellew was already a distinguished sea-officer with a reputation for dash and courage. In the new war he was to acquire a name as a practical seaman far surpassing Nelson’s own, and he was outstanding as a cruiser captain. Pellew had been born in Cornwall in 1757, and went to sea in the frigate Juno in 1770. Rated a captain’s servant to Captain John Stott, he had served on an expedition to the Falkland Islands. He followed Stott to the 32-gun frigate Alarm in August, to be rated master’s mate in November 1772. He left the Alarm after three years’ service and in January 1776 joined the Blonde, 36, then on her way to Canada. The British American colonists were in revolt against the Crown.

Soon after the frigate’s arrival in Canada, Pellew volunteered for detached service on Lake Champlain. He joined the schooner Carleton, armed with a dozen 6-pounder guns and commanded by a Lieutenant Dacres; Pellew was third in command. In October 1776 the British vessels on the lake fought a fierce action off Valcour Island against a rebel squadron under Benedict Arnold. The Carleton was in an advanced position and Lieutenant Dacres and his second-in-command were soon wounded. Nineteen-year-old Pellew took over, exposing himself in an attempt to set a jib and withdraw according to a signal to retire. For some minutes, as he extricated the Carleton, young Pellew was the conspicuous target for the combined gunfire of the enemy. He displayed a contempt for danger which was not foolhardiness but a cool detachment, and it was to form a conspicuous part of his character as a sea warrior in the years to come.

When ‘Gentlemen Johnny’ Burgoyne began his ill-fated expedition south from Canada in the following year, Pellew commanded a detachment of seamen acting as pioneers. As the only naval man in Burgoyne’s force, it fell to Pellew to build the bridge of boats by which the British army passed over the Hudson River to meet General Gates’s rebel force at Saratoga. In doing so he only narrowly avoided drowning on several occasions. It was a measure of his growing reputation that it was the obscure Edward Pellew whom Gentleman Johnny sent home the following year with news of their defeat, releasing him from the tedium of paroled restriction under open confinement in the back-country.

On Pellew’s return to England he was commissioned, and appointed to the frigate Licorne, a captured French man-of-war, in which he cruised in the Channel until transferred into the 32-gun Apollo in March 1780. In June Pellew was first lieutenant of the Apollo when she engaged the French frigate Stanislaus in the southern North Sea. One finds it difficult not to believe Pellew was a darling of fate, for his captain was killed in the action as the two ships approached Ostend, and Pellew took command. As the frigates approached the port, the Stanislaus ran aground. Anchoring with the intention of completing the destruction of the Stanislaus, Pellew was warned off by shots from the shore batteries, signals of neutral protection being afforded to the distressed French vessel. Pellew was obliged to break off the action and turn for home, but the exploit earned him promotion to Master and Commander on his arrival three days later. He was made post-captain on 20 May 1782 and later given the crack frigate Artois, in which he saw out the war until the peace in January 1783.

In the space of a few short years Pellew had made his mark on the world, rising from an obscure nonentity involved with the most notorious British defeat of his generation, to a post-captain with a reputation as a fine seaman. Though he had no pretensions to good looks – he bore the scars of infantile smallpox – he was nevertheless physically imposing, tall and well built. Immensely popular with his crews for his unorthodoxy, he was as fearless in action as at sea and thought nothing of going aloft with the men and laying out on a yard to take in sail or, even as post-captain, of standing a four-hour trick at the wheel. Indeed, he revelled in these energetic pursuits, and such was his reputation that in later years he rarely had trouble manning his ship from his native Cornwall.

Pellew married in May 1783, as hostilities ended, and became a magistrate. He might have settled down to a life of comparative ease on his farm, but that was not Pellew’s way, even in peacetime. His brother Samuel was the Collector of Customs at the Cornish port of Falmouth, and Pellew took command of the local revenue lugger and continued his pursuit of the misguided individuals who sought to evade King George’s taxes by free trading in dutiable goods. Nor did the Admiralty neglect him, appointing him to command the 32-gun Winchelsea in April 1786, and sending him across the Atlantic to join the squadron of Commodore Eliot at St John’s, Newfoundland. Arriving in a calm, he warped his ship into port, sliding down a hawser himself to shift it from one holdfast to another. These apparent breaches of social and naval etiquette on the part of a post-captain notwithstanding, Pellew ran his ship with the strict but fair hand of a martinet. The instant obedience required of every officer and man enabled Pellew to handle his ship with the consummate skill of a master. In this, time was only to improve him.

In January 1789 Winchelsea was paid off and Pellew accepted an appointment in the 50-gun Salisbury as flag-captain to Admiral Milbanke, back on the Newfoundland station. Here he remained until the Salisbury returned home and paid off on 14 November 1791. Had Pitt achieved his fifteen years of peace and quiet, we might have heard nothing more of Captain Edward Pellew beyond an occasional reference to him among the justices of the Duchy of Cornwall.

It can scarcely be imagined that so active a man would have been entirely content on his farm at Treverry. ‘In every undertaking by sea or land, his whole mind was in it,’ an admirer wrote and as the political world beyond the Cornish sessions beckoned, this concentration was now applied to getting a new ship. His frantic petitions to the Admiralty in the winter of 1792 yielded appointment to the Nymphe, and he took command of her on 11 January 1793.

As he strove eagerly to get his ship fit for service and out to sea, Pellew would have heard how a British squadron on passage to the Mediterranean had chased and captured a corsair and her Spanish prize, the San Iago. The corsair, Général Dumourier, had transhipped a portion of the register ship’s cargo, and the whole amounted to over £300,000. The leading frigate in the squadron was Phaeton, commanded by Captain Sir Andrew Snape Douglas.

Such news could only stir Pellew’s cupidity.

There were strong inducements to British cruiser commanders, beyond the charge of their commissions, to exert themselves to the utmost. The acquisition of a fortune in prize-money, though not common, was by no means impossible. Occasionally truly huge sums of money were made, and this acted as a spur to many officers. A captured warship would in all likelihood be purchased into the Royal Navy, providing a goodly sum to her captor, and an even greater sum could be obtained from a merchant ship. Once ‘condemned’ by a Prize Court as a legitimate prize of war, her cargo, when sold on the open market, might yield a bonanza. However, this system had its drawbacks: there was a temptation to linger in search of prizes when more pressing naval matters required attention. Yet even a frustrated admiral could not be too angry with a fortune-seeking frigate captain, for if the young man were successful the admiral took one of his three one-eighth shares. Only captains sailing under Admiralty orders, free of an admiral’s interference, kept all three-eighths. The remaining five-eighths were distributed among the crew on a sliding scale which benefited rank and station. These proportions were revised in 1808 to become slightly more equitable, but a ship’s company might have to share its gains with another vessel in addition to a distant admiral. If one or more other ships-of-war were in sight when the prize was taken, they too were entitled to a split of the loot, even if the other warships were not in action, for it was held that their presence alone might have influenced the decision of the enemy to capitulate.

To induce captains and ship’s companies to press efforts against enemy warships, irrespective of whether the ships were to be purchased into the British service or not, a bonus of ‘head-money’ was paid, based upon the number of crew the enemy ship had at the time of capture. An acquisitive as well as a courageous officer, Edward Pellew was well aware of all of these factors as he bore down upon the enemy frigate, La Cléopâtre, off Prawle Point that June morning.

Nymphe was not noted for her dash; nevertheless, with Pellew coaxing her, she began to gain ground on her quarry after about an hour, despite the fact that La Cléopâtre was also carrying a press of canvas. Seeing he was being overhauled Capitaine Mullon, an able and experienced officer who had served in the Indian Ocean under the great French admiral de Suffren, clewed up his fore course and doused his topgallants, a signal that he was prepared to accept battle under his topsails, as was customary. At about six in the morning Nymphe bore down towards La Cléopâtre, the two ships running on roughly parallel courses, the British ship coming up on the French frigate’s starboard quarter. Both were cleared for action, their gun decks stripped of the furnishings and bulkheads of the captain’s quarters aft, and Pellew reduced sail to match that of his enemy. He had just enough skilled seamen to manoeuvre Nymphe, but relied confidently upon the fighting ability of his inexperienced landsmen.

The guns of both ships remained silent as Mullon stepped up on his rail and removed his cap to hail the approaching British ship. Pellew waved his own hat and responded with a shout, whereupon his ship’s company cheered. Mullon called out ‘Vive la nation!’ and threw his cap of liberty to one of the seamen, who promptly ran to the mainmasthead and secured it there as the French crew bellowed their encouragement.

Half of Nymphe’s larboard broadside guns now bore on the enemy frigate, and Pellew replaced his hat with solemn deliberation. Waiting and watching for this signal was the captain’s brother, Commander Israel Pellew. He had yet to be appointed to a ship and had volunteered to serve with Edward until such time as the Admiralty should find him one. Taking charge of the after guns as a supernumerary lieutenant, Israel immediately opened fire. Nymphe’s main deck broadside of eighteen 12-pounders, her one forecastle 6-pounder chase gun and her four short-range but heavy 24-pounder carronades belched fire and iron against her enemy. La Cléopâtre’s broadside was marginally lighter than Nymphe’s but her complement of 320 seasoned men was also 80 men larger than the British ship’s, and they were therefore more or less evenly matched.

After about a quarter of an hour of furious cannonade at point-blank range, with shot ploughing up the decks of both ships and Israel concentrating his fire upon La Cléopâtre’s quarterdeck, the French frigate’s mizen mast fell with a crash, the lower mast snapping off about four metres above the deck and toppling upon the gunners below. At about the same time Israel, having killed four helmsmen, shot her wheel away, and La Cléopâtre broached to, swinging to larboard at a right-angle to Nymphe.

To maintain pressure upon his opponent Pellew ordered Nymphe’s helm put over, and the British ship also swung to larboard as both crews continued to ply their guns. With the wind filling her forward sails, La Cléopâtre now swung back to starboard and Pellew followed suit until Nymphe was heading roughly north-east. La Cléopâtre, swinging much faster to starboard and out of control, crashed into Nymphe, her bowsprit and jib-boom running over Nymphe’s deck between her fore- and main-mast.

Apprehensive of being overwhelmed by boarders, Pellew shouted for those of his own men designated to grab their boarding pikes and cutlasses, to repel the expected invasion. As the men rushed to the waist it became obvious the enemy was in no fit state to board his ship, so Pellew ordered his first lieutenant to carry on and board the enemy. Lieutenant Amherst Morris led his men over La Cléopâtre’s upper deck while a master’s mate named Ball took a second party through her gunports.

As the British boarders scrambled across to La Cléopâtre, she continued to swing. In spite of the weakened state of Nymphe’s main rigging, it was La Cléopâtre’s jib-boom which carried away under the strain, so that a few minutes after seven o’clock the two ships ground together. With La Cléopâtre’s damaged bow abreast Nymphe’s stern and their rigging entangled, Pellew was worried about the state of his weak mainmast, the loss of which would have rendered his ship as unmanoeuvrable as Mullon’s. But a topman named Burgess lit out unbidden along the main topsail yard and, hanging down from the larboard yardarm, cut the bolt-rope sewn along the leech (edge) of Nymphe’s main topsail. This freed La Cléopâtre’s main topmast studdingsail boom-iron, which had pierced the sail. Now Pellew, anxious to get his ship clear, ordered his third lieutenant Richard Pellowe forward to clear away the best bower anchor preparatory to anchoring. His intention was to let the tide carry the disabled La Cléopâtre away from Nymphe, but matters were resolved before this became necessary.

Fighting their way aft in a brief hand-to-hand mêlée, the British boarding parties found the French seamen either fleeing below, calling for quarter, or throwing down their arms in token of surrender. At about ten minutes past seven the boarders reached La Cléopâtre’s quarterdeck and hauled down her colours. As the tricolour fluttered to the deck and the French second lieutenant surrendered his sword to Morris, the victors stumbled upon a pitiable sight.

Capitaine de Frégate Jean Mullon lay mortally wounded upon his quarterdeck, sodden in his own gore and chewing a piece of paper. A round shot had ploughed up the wretched man’s back and carried away most of his left hip, yet in his agony he was attempting to prevent the secret French coasting signals from falling into the hands of the enemy by eating them, as he thought. But the signals were later found intact in his pocket: the gallant captain had been eating his own commission.

Mullon, it transpired, had ordered his men to board the British ship, but to his chagrin and despite their Republican fervour they had quailed, allowing Pellew to seize the moment.

Thus ended the first decisive frigate engagement of the war. Mullon was a worthy opponent and his ship had given a better account of herself than first appeared, as the ‘butcher’s bill’ showed. Out of a crew of 320, 63 others besides Mullon, had been killed or wounded, among the latter 3 of her lieutenants. Nymphe had suffered casualties of similar severity: 23 killed and 27 wounded. Her boatswain, a master’s mate, 3 midshipmen, 14 seaman and 4 marines were among the dead.

Putting a prize crew aboard La Cléopâtre to repair the worst of the damage and get her under command again, Pellew headed down wind for Portsmouth, arriving with his prize on 21 June. ‘We dished her up in fifty minutes,’ he wrote ironically to his brother Samuel at Falmouth, ‘boarded and took her’. News of the action reached London in more dramatic circumstances. It was passed to King George III while he was attending the opera, whereupon he rose in his seat and jubilantly announced it to the audience.

Pellew’s reputation as the doyen of British cruiser captains was now publicly established. He was sent for and, with his brother Israel, presented to the King by the then First Lord of the Admiralty, the Earl of Chatham. Edward was knighted and Israel made post, but both honours carried an element of political expediency, for Britain was in want of a substantial victory after six months of fruitless war. In the cascade of honours Nymphe’s first lieutenant, Amherst Morris, was made commander and, very unusually, her master, a Mr John Thomson, was given a commission as lieutenant. By way of material award La Cléopâtre was purchased into the British service; there already being a Cléopâtre she was renamed Oiseau, and served until she was sold out of the navy in 1816. This was not quite all. Pellew may have been an acquisitive man, but he did not neglect the widow of his late and, very gallant opponent; sending her a substantial sum of money to ease her grief.

Although Pellew’s single-ship victory was made much of, inspiring a dozen print-makers and seeming to the readers of the broadsheet newspapers mere affirmation of British superiority at sea, there were soon uncomfortable reminders that war was a risky business in which nothing could be guaranteed.

Across the Atlantic that July a British frigate, the 32-gun Boston, commanded by Captain George Courtenay, lay off New York. Courtenay was anxious to draw the French national frigate Embuscade out of the neutral American port. Capitaine Jean-Baptiste Bompart was refitting after a successful cruise in which he had taken, burnt or sunk more than sixty British merchant ships. He had not been alone; such commerce raids were often made by small groups of French frigates acting in mutual support to intimidate any lone British cruisers. Indeed, in the West Indies in May Bompart’s consort, the 40-gun frigate Concorde had taken the British 24-gun ship-sloop Hyena, afterwards commissioned into the French navy as L’Hyène. Concorde had chased the British sloop and her captain, William Hargood, seeing the French 74s Eole and América and some more frigates in the distance, had made off. Unfortunately, because of a heavy swell then running, Hargood was unable to outrun his fleeter and more weatherly pursuer in the light breeze, so he fired a broadside and hauled down his colours.

There was no great dishonour to a commander in surrendering to superior force if he did so to ‘avoid a further effusion of blood’, as the stock phrase had it. To secure an acquittal at the court martial to which every naval officer had to submit if he lost his ship, it was only necessary for him to prove that he had made a creditable show of defending his flag. If the Admiralty considered he had not quite done his utmost, however, and the acquittal was more legally technical than nationally honourable, a commander could find himself languishing ashore on half pay. A gallant defence, on the other hand, though it might end in capitulation, could lead to prompt promotion into another ship, as a mark of approbation. In this case Hargood was honourably acquitted, and later commanded the Belleisle at Trafalgar.

On 30 July, seeing Boston lying offshore, Bompart sent out his first lieutenant in a boat, thinking the frigate was his consort, the Concorde. Bompart’s lieutenant, a man named Whitynow, happened to have been born in Boston, Massachusetts and he had his suspicions about the identity of the approaching ship, so he lay on his oars until a passing pilot boat assured him the vessel in the offing was indeed French: the pilot’s boat had passed close under her stern, and he said he had seen French sailors on board.

Captain Courtenay, knowing the ‘communicative tendency’ of the Americans, had ensured that the handful of his officers and men who knew a few words of French were hanging about the after quarters of the ship jabbering loudly when local boats were in the vicinity. Reassured, without taking the precaution of running under her stern and reading her name, Whitynow pulled directly for the ship he now took to be Concorde. Welcomed aboard and immediately taken prisoner, he readily agreed to write to Bompart with a challenge to come out and fight. Courtenay informed Bompart he would await his pleasure off Sandy Hook for three days. A pilot boat was signalled to come alongside and deliver the message to Bompart; after which her crew posted the news up in a New York coffee house.

That afternoon a squadron of a dozen sail appeared to seaward and Whitynow, with a sense of irony, identified them as the French squadron consisting of the two 74-gun ships Eole and América, four frigates and six corvettes which was daily expected in New York from the West Indies, the same ships that had chased Hargood’s Hyena. Irked by this but bound to maintain his station, Courtenay stood to sea and awaited the onset of darkness, thereby avoiding direct contact with the French ships. At three o’clock next morning a sail was seen approaching Boston from the north and Courtenay beat to quarters, clearing his ship for action. The approaching vessel, soon recognised as a frigate, burnt flares, hoisting her colours and a blue flag bearing a white cross, the arrangements concerted in Whitynow’s letter. Embuscade now turned to the eastward, and the two ships closed with each other on opposite courses.

The action began at dawn and was watched by a large crowd assembled some twelve miles away on the New Jersey shore. The French ship was much the heavier in build, armament and men, and ranged up on the British ship’s larboard quarter to windward of Boston. Bompart then lay-to while Courtenay wore round, so that both ships lay hove-to, firing into each other. About fifteen minutes later, at five twenty in the morning, Boston’s cross-jack yard, her headsails and stays were shot away. Fifty minutes later her maintopmast was shot through and fell, hampering the gunners in her waist. As he was directing the clearing away of the raffle, Courtenay and the marine lieutenant standing beside him were killed by a single ball, and the same broadside from Embuscade brought down the Boston’s upper mizen mast. Both the other lieutenants, John Edwards and Alexander Kerr, were wounded, the first unconscious from a blow on the head and Kerr blinded.

Edwards returned to the deck to take command after having his wound dressed as Bompart sought to swing Embuscade across Boston’s stern and fire his broadside along the length of the Boston’s deck in a manoeuvre known as ‘raking’, designed to massacre the enemy crew. To be raked from astern was exceptionally dangerous and Bompart’s manoeuvre would have ended the action with the loss of Boston. Edwards, however, avoided this ignominious fate. Using the power of the square spritsail under Boston’s bowsprit, he wore round and was able to frustrate Bompart. Making all the sail he could, Edwards then ran off before the wind, and though Bompart started in pursuit his own ship was so damaged that he could not risk a chase. Instead he abandoned the pursuit and headed for New York, where he spent nine weeks repairing his ship. All three lower masts had to be taken out and replaced.

As for Edwards, caught on a neutral shore he headed for the sanctuary of the Delaware River, only to learn on taking aboard a pilot that two French frigates were anchored there, one of which was the Concorde. Thanking the pilot, Edwards discharged him and headed for St John’s, Newfoundland, where he arrived safely on 19 December. The Boston was afterwards sent home, and although Edwards was made a commander, he received no further advancement. He was said to have died of the effects of his old head wound, albeit thirty years later. Some accounts of the action make veiled accusations against Edwards’s character and courage, but there seems to be little substance for them. Courtenay had paid with his life for a somewhat foolhardy act, though as obliged by his orders he was doing his utmost to bring the superior Embuscade to battle. In admiration of Courtenay the King settled a pension of £500 upon his widow and £5 per annum on their two children. Like Pellew’s knighthood, such largesse was a symptom of the newness of the war; in due course such actions would be regarded as unremarkable, and widows like Mrs Courtenay merit only the meagre provisions of an indifferent state. During 1793 a British fleet under Lord Hood supported the French royalists in Toulon with the aid of a Spanish squadron under Almirante De Langara and helped buttress the French monarchists. The siege mounted by the Republicans prevailed, however, a Corsican-born Republican artillery officer, then named Napoleone Buonaparte, was directing his batteries at Toulon with consummate skill, and making a name for himself. Amid scenes of horror Hood was obliged to withdraw in December, taking with him nineteen French men-of-war. Of the remainder of the former Bourbon fleet, fourteen were burnt by parties under the direction of Captain Sir Sidney Smith, but twenty-five fell into the hands of the Republicans. About 14,500 royalists were also carried of, the remainder being left to the bayonets and the guillotine of the revolutionaries. Thereafter Toulon was blockaded by the British navy, Hood having taken Corsica as a base, aided by a local insurrection.

Early in the new year Samuel Hood, aged thirty-two, was in command of the 32-gun, 12-pounder frigate Juno in his cousin’s fleet. A tall, long-limbed man, Hood must have found life in a frigate irksome, even within the comparative luxury of the great cabin. He was ‘versed in astronomy . . . navigation and geography; in ship building . . . and all branches of mechanical philosophy. He studied without exception the language, laws and customs of every country he visited in the belief that [the] . . . knowledge might one day be useful to his country.’ In this he was untypical, for naval officers were generally indifferent to the intellectual aspects of their profession. Unfortunately, despite his thirst for information Hood, as he approached the harbour late on the evening of 11 January 1794, was unaware of the evacuation of Toulon. The Juno was on her way back there from Malta with a number of marines from the Romney, 50, and some Maltese levies. The usual northerly mistral that prevailed off the French coast had frustrated Hood in getting his ship up to the entrance any sooner, and he was now anxious not to be blown to leeward again, particularly since he had so many extra mouths on board to feed and water. He therefore decided to enter the port at night, without attempting to take a pilot. Stationing two midshipmen forward by the catheads, each with a night-glass, Hood braced Juno’s yards sharp up and stood in to the Grande Rade under her topsails, expecting to find his cousin’s squadron at anchor inside the Petite Rade.

In rounding Pointe Grand-Tour, the eastern headland of Toulon’s inner anchorage, Hood found a brig anchored right ahead of him in La Petite Rade. Immediately he let fall his fore course, heaving the weather tack hard down and setting the Juno’s spanker to avoid collision and enable him to tack ship smartly as the wind fell away under the lee of the land. As Juno passed the brig a hail came from her, and after a few moments’ confusion the word ‘Luff!’ was shouted. Fear of shoal water caused Hood to put his helm down and swing Juno round, but before she came head to wind he felt through the soles of his shoes the sensation every commander dreads, that of his ship being stopped in her tracks: Juno touched the bottom.

Immediately the best bower anchor was let go and the hands were sent aloft to take in sail. While this was in progress the wind appeared giving the ship sternway, and the spanker and mizen staysail were set and backed. With the spanker ‘chappelled’ in this way it was hoped to get the ship clear, but the stern remained fast and the rudder useless. Hood now ordered two of his boats to be launched, and a kedge anchor and warp were prepared. Meanwhile a French boat appeared alongside, alerted by the brig to the presence of a British frigate in the road, and some French officers came aboard. In the darkness it was some moments before their tricolour cockades were spotted by a sharp-eyed midshipman. The knowledge that Juno had contributed to her own capture sent a frisson through the ship, then Third Lieutenant Webly voiced the opinion that they might take advantage of the breeze and get out of their predicament, the bow of the ship being afloat.

Hood immediately ordered his men to their stations. The French officers protested and made to draw their sabres, but several marines confronted them and they yielded to the inevitable. Above their heads the sails were cast loose, dropped from their yards and were sheeted home while the halliards were manned and the topsail yards rose up their topmasts. As the sails caught the wind the cable was cut and, a fluke of wind filling the foresails, Juno’s bow swung. Gradually gaining way, the frigate dragged her stern clear of the shoal. The ship’s two boats were cut adrift along with that of the French officers, and Juno made a bid for the open sea.

As the pale rectangles of sail reappeared in the darkness the brig’s crew opened fire, and soon the guns of the forts around the harbour took up the alarm and began to fire at Juno. The embrasures of Fort L’Eguilette on the westernmost headland seemed to pose the greatest risk, and for a moment it appeared that Juno had insufficient sea-room to swing and get clear. To tack and thus remain under the hostile guns might have proved fatal but Hood, setting courses and topgallants, contrived to stand on.

His sails were pierced by shot, his rigging was damaged and there were two 36-pound shot stuck in his ship’s hull, but Samuel Hood contrived to get clear to sea without the loss of a man, and finally located Lord Hood a few miles along the coast in Hyères Bay. Juno had been saved by Lieutenant Webly’s quick initiative, but Hood’s confidence in his officer played a vital part, for hesitation would have reduced their chances of escape, while the efficiency of the ship’s company in so speedily reacting to their orders was equally important. Such co-ordination was the key to success: they were all, quite literally, in the same boat.




The Sea Warriors







CHAPTER 3
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‘Consummate professional skill’

In the new year of 1794 the British Parliament increased the naval vote from £4 millions to £5.5 millions sterling, for a fleet of 279 vessels of war actually in service manned by about two thousand commissioned officers and 85,000 seamen and marines. Apart from a rapid demobilisation in 1802, followed by an even faster reversal of the decline a few months later when hostilities resumed, all those numbers increased steadily throughout the war.

In the Atlantic theatre, Morard de Galles was removed from command of the Brest fleet. An old royalist officier rouge who had seen service with de Suffren and was therefore politically unreliable, he was replaced by Villaret-Joyeuse, now an admiral but formerly only a lieutenant, whose own loyalty to the Republic was monitored by a political observer and cocommander named Saint-André. The new regime’s hold on the hearts and minds of the French people remained tenuous, particularly as food was short following the wet summer of 1793. A great effort was therefore made to purchase grain from the United States and carry it safely back to France: Contre-Amiral Vanstabel sailed in September to provide a close escort to the 117 loaded merchantmen awaiting a convoy back home, and the ships left Virginia on 2 April 1794.

They were expected to arrive back in France in early June, so two squadrons were sent out to support Vanstabel and provide heavy cover for the most dangerous part of the homeward passage, the approach to Brest. One under Contre-Amiral Nielly left Rochefort, the other under Contre-Amiral Villaret-Joyeuse sailed from Brest and both succeeded in evading Lord Howe’s Channel Fleet.

This had itself lately escorted a mass of outward-bound British merchant shipping clear of the coast, but now went in quest of the French convoy. Encountering Villaret-Joyeuse, Howe’s fleet fought a battle far out in the Atlantic on what was to become known as ‘the Glorious First of June’. As a British tactical victory it was impressive: Howe’s twenty-five of the line took six and sank one of Villaret-Joyeuse’s twenty-six-strong fleet without loss to itself. Much was made of this first fleet-action of the war, but unfortunately it must be regarded as a strategic failure. Howe, an old man who had spent the greater part of the day sitting in a chair on the Queen Charlotte’s quarterdeck, did not order a pursuit to destroy the convoy. So the opportunity was lost and the French government was saved.

The new generation of sea warriors who would supersede that of Howe and Hood as flag-officers, the paradigm of which was Horatio Nelson, were to prosecute the naval war with a greater vigour, seeking annihilation of the enemy even at the expense of prize money. But their stars were only just rising, and the evidence of a change of pace in naval warfare had been demonstrated rather by the French commanders during the action of 1 June 1794. The Vengeur, battered into a sinking condition, did not strike her colours until she was actually foundering. In defiance of custom, several other captains who had struck their colours actually rehoisted them when they were not immediately boarded by the British. No doubt the ever-looming shadow of the guillotine worked on their minds to prompt this resurgence of valour, or perhaps it was simply republican contempt for a mode of warfare that smacked of the affectations of the Ancien Régime. Whatever the cause, it gave a signal that war with the French Republic was no longer to conform to the elegant conventions of the eighteenth century.

The slow manoeuvrings of these two fleets in the misty Atlantic on the last day of May and that first day of June were in contrast to the activity in the English Channel, where the encounters between British and French frigates became increasingly frequent as more vessels were commissioned and the war against trade concentrated cruisers of both sides in the Chops of the Channel. In general the large French 40-gun cruisers were superior in design, weight of metal and sea-keeping qualities to their British counterparts. They also benefited from the skills of the seafaring population of France’s maritime provinces, as the line-of-battle ships of France’s main fleets on the whole did not, manned as they were largely from levées en masse, as and when required. The advantages of joining a ‘flash-frigate’ were exactly the same for the common seamen of France as for their enemies and most of the French cruiser commanders were competent officers, so experienced little difficulty in mustering large crews of volunteers.

The French, determined to prosecute the war against trade with more vigour than Lord Howe, sent out flying squadrons of three or four frigates intent on commerce raiding. Too powerful for the limited escorts often provided by the British Admiralty, they had been markedly successful, so much so indeed that six large new frigates were under completion at Le Havre solely for the purpose. The French were developing a new form of cruiser, a heavier and more effective frigate than their predecessors and more than a match for the standard frigates of the Royal Navy. These heavy frigates were either new purpose-built ships or converted 74- or 64-gun line-of-battle ships. The latter were ‘razed’, that is, cut down to a single gun deck, their longer waterline length giving them an automatic advantage of speed. These ‘razées’ and new super-frigates had one thing in common: their main armament was of 24-pounder guns. The British responded with razées of their own, taking in hand three fast-sailing 64-gun sister ships, the Indefatigable, Anson and Magnanime, and also augmented their fleet by captures from the French.

To annihilate these serious threats to trade and before their own new razées were available, the British Admiralty organised all frigates not assigned to convoy duty into squadrons based mainly on Falmouth. Among these flying squadrons the pre-eminent was commanded by Captain Sir John Borlase Warren, hoisting a commodore’s broad pendant in his frigate, the 36-gun Flora. Warren was given a free hand, charged with protecting British trade between Cape Finisterre and Cherbourg, a remit wide enough to become a poisoned chalice had he not had subordinate commanders of merit. First, there was Sir Edward Pellew. He and his ship’s company were transferred lock, stock and barrel into the Arethusa by Admiralty order. Built at Bristol in 1778, Arethusa was a superior vessel to Nymphe, her main armament consisting of thirty-eight 18-pounder guns: a ‘crack-ship’, in short, she became known throughout the Royal Navy and to the British public at large as ‘the saucy Arethusa’, after a song of that name composed in her honour. They were joined by three other 36-gun ships, Melampus, Captain Thomas Wells, like Flora armed with 18-pounders; Concorde, Captain Sir (John) Richard Strachan; and Pellew’s old Nymphe, now commanded by Captain George Murray, both of which were 12-pounder ships. As was common practice, all these ships carried additional guns on their upper decks, increasing their broadsides above the notional establishment of their ratings.

All the captains of Warren’s ships stood high in the Admiralty’s esteem, and it was no coincidence that they had been brought together under Warren. New frigates armed with 18-pounders had been coming into service, and such was the importance attached to these squadrons that only tried and tested commanders were posted into them. Among the officers appointed into other cruisers assigned to the same duties were Sir James Saumarez of the Crescent, Sir Sidney Smith of Diamond, Sir Andrew Snape Douglas of Phaeton, Edmund Nagle of the Artois and Richard Goodwin Keats of Galatea. Although these men eventually advanced to flag-rank by virtue of their seniority, they formed a core of competent cruiser specialists known for their aggression, initiative and superb seamanship. It was this last attribute that made them outstanding. Contemporary opinion held that Keats was the finest seaman of his age, with Pellew a close second, but in truth there was little to chose between them; they were distinguished only by the opportunities offered each of them by fate. Saumarez was another highly competent seaman, and Douglas was known for his luck with prizes. Their reputations enabled them to attract the best of such volunteers as came forward for naval service and, running tight but efficient ships with competent subordinate officers and petty officers, they commanded instruments of great potency.

In April 1794 Warren’s squadron was cruising 24 miles south-west of Guernsey and about 14 miles west of Roches Douvres, intent on suppressing the Breton coastal trade as well as ensnaring enemy cruisers. Before dawn on the morning of the 23rd, St George’s Day, the wind was from the south-south-west. Warren had just turned the squadron, which was heading south-east on the starboard tack in line ahead, when four sails were seen ahead on a reciprocal course and the opposite tack.

This was a fine squadron of four cruisers under Commodore Desgarceaux in the 36-gun Engageante, with the Résolue of 36 guns under Capitaine Villéon, the 44-gun Pomone, Capitaine Pévrieux, and the 20-gun ship-corvette Babet, Lieutenant Belhomme. Desgarceaux formed line ahead as the day dawned.

At daylight Warren hoisted the signal for a chase and led Pellew, Wells, Strachan and Murray towards the enemy. As the bigger frigates crowded on sail, Murray’s slower Nymphe fell astern. The squadrons passed one another and then Warren tacked his advanced frigates in succession, coming round into the enemy squadron’s wake. Fortuitously, the wind now backed two points to the south, giving Warren the weather gage as Flora,Arethusa, Melampus and Concorde slowly began to overhaul the French squadron, coming up on the Babet ’s weather quarter.

At half-past six Flora exchanged gunfire with the Babet and gradually drew past her to engage Pomone and Résolue as well. Babet and the much heavier Pomone, armed with 18-pounder guns, now inflicted considerable damage on Flora. After an hour Flora’s main topmast had been shot away, her main top was wrecked, her foremast and all her yards were battered, and her rigging was cut up. So badly was her rig damaged that Warren was compelled to drop astern as both squadrons set more sail, and Pellew eagerly took his place. The Arethusa, Melampus and Concorde were less injured in their rigging than Babet and Pomone, and in two hours the unfortunate Babet had lost her fore topmast and been so battered that Lieutenant Belhomme hauled down his colours.

Pellew left Warren to take possession of Babet and with Strachan in close support concentrated upon the Pomone. Had the French commodore doubled back and fallen upon his tormentors he might have achieved a coup, but Desgarceaux stood on in Engageante with Résolue in his wake.

The Pomone, already damaged by Warren, was now assailed by Pellew and Wells, and it was not long before Capitaine Pévrieux’s frigate had lost her main and mizen masts. The wreckage encumbering Pomone’s waist then caught fire, and Pévrieux capitulated to Pellew at half-past nine. But Arethusa had been damaged aloft and was in no condition to chase; so Warren sent Wells and Strachan, with Nymphe endeavouring to catch up, in pursuit of Engageante and Résolue. Strachan, commanding the faster ship, crowded on sail, succeeded in catching up with the two fleeing enemy vessels, and engaged them. His intention was to cripple Résolue and leave her to his colleagues, then press on and nail the Engageante; but then Desgarceaux belatedly did what he should have done earlier, and put about to the assistance of Villéon in Résolue. Engageante tacked and ranged up on the Concorde’s larboard bow, shooting high to disable Strachan’s rig. In this Desgarceaux was partially successful, for Concorde’s main topmast was hit, though it did not fall.

It was now clear to Strachan that Melampus was unlikely to catch him up, and Nymphe certainly could not. Giving up on Résolue, Strachan transferred his gun-crews to the larboard batteries and engaged Desgarceaux as Engageante loomed through the gunsmoke. As Résolue fled, to end up in Morlaix, Engageante and Concorde were locked in a spirited action from noon until a quarter to two in the afternoon, when the French guns fell silent and her people called for quarter. Shortly afterwards all Engageante’s masts fell overboard.

The loss to the British had been trifling, about ten men dead and two dozen wounded, while the French had about a hundred and twenty killed and disabled. Patching up his own ships, Warren led them and his three prizes in triumph past Pendennis Castle and the Black Rocks into Falmouth Harbour, anchoring in Carrick Roads with colours flying, the British ensign superior to the French on the captured ships. Engageante, too damaged for active service, was hulked as a hospital ship and not broken up until 1811. Babet was also put into commission in the Royal Navy, and eventually went missing in the West Indies in October 1801. Pomone was a fine ship and a fast sailer, but had suffered to her detriment and, although she saw service as a cruiser, was prematurely broken up in 1802.

The ebb and flow of events in these early years of war is exemplified by one sharp action fought in mid Atlantic in defence of a convoy. The merchant ships had assembled in Cork Harbour on the south coast of Ireland, and on the morning of 5 May 1794 were three days into their outward passage under the escort of two ships-of-the-line, Swiftsure, 74, and St Albans, 64.

In spite of this heavy escort, Capitaine Charles Linois in the crack French 36-gun frigate Atalante, in company with the corvette Levrette, pounced upon the convoy. Linois was to become well-known to British sea warriors, and this first encounter with him was dramatic. The two British ships could not completely cover the sprawling mass of the convoy, but Captain Boyles of Swiftsure immediately headed for the enemy, followed by Captain Vashon in St Albans. It was almost six o’clock in the evening before the two British ships closed the French raiders sufficiently to hoist their colours and fire warning shots after them. Atalante and Levrette each ran up the tricolour, Linois firing his stern chasers. The Levrette then bore up, and with St Albans still in chase disappeared into the darkness, ultimately to escape her pursuer.

Boyles clung on to Linois during the night, and at four the next morning, with the wind in the north east quarter, the Atalante was only three miles ahead to the westward. All day the chase went on, and as evening approached Boyles began to fire after Linois, hoping to inflict sufficient damage to halt his retreat and bring him to action. By seven o’clock, however, Atalante had again increased her distance to two miles, and Boyles ceased firing. The two vessels sped on into the darkness of a second night.

At midnight Linois abruptly put his helm over and turned Atalante south, hoping to throw off his pursuer, but Boyles had seen the ruse and followed suit. At two o’clock in the morning of the 7th Linois hauled his yards hard round, trying to beat to windward and gain ground thereby, but Boyles again swung Swiftsure after his quarry, and now renewed the engagement at long range. For an hour the Swiftsure’s shot tore at the French frigate’s rigging, finally wreaking so much damage that, with ten men killed and thirty-two wounded out of an exhausted crew who had been at quarters for forty-eight hours, Linois hauled down his colours.

A British prize crew was put aboard the Atalante and during the next few hours the rigging of both ships was made serviceable. At ten o’clock three 74-gun ships were seen approaching. These were from Nielly’s squadron (which, it will be recalled, had been sent to sea from Rochefort as cover for the much-needed grain convoy), and immediately the tables were turned. Swiftsure and Atalante now made sail on diverging courses to divide their pursuers. Filled with anxiety for his prize and her prize crew Boyles remained in sight of his pursuers until ten o’clock, but then outran them in the darkness – as, luckily, did Atalante, though not without hazard. Her prize-master, finding himself with a shot-torn and largely ineffective main topsail, enrolled some help from the French sailors to cut away the old sail, haul up a new one, stretch it yard-arm to yard-arm and stop it off along the yard, setting it in due course to considerable advantage and bringing his prize in safely to a British port. As there was already a sloop-of-war named Atalante, on her purchase into the Royal Navy Linois’s ship was renamed Espion, a fine, fast 36-gun 12 pounder frigate. Linois himself was duly exchanged, and he too will reappear in the story.

Although frustrated on this occasion, Nielly’s squadron had already enjoyed considerable success. Earlier that month of May, the British 32-gun frigate Castor was the sole escort of a British convoy on passage to Newfoundland when she ran foul of Nielly’s Rochefort squadron, which took the greater part of the convoy together with its escort. The Castor’s captain was Thomas Troubridge, a man of unusually humble origins, the son of a London baker; despite a later period as one of Nelson’s ‘band of brothers’, he was a man destined for disappointment. His encounter with Nielly was sadly typical of a man unable to make his own luck. Overwhelmed by the French squadron, he surrendered his ship without dishonour to the 74-gun Patriote and in due course became a prisoner of war in the Sans Pareil. He was released when the Sans Pareil was captured during Howe’s victory on 1 June and later joined his old shipmate and friend Nelson.

So much for her captain. The Castor’s fate was not yet sealed, however, for just as Nielly had run into a British convoy, Villaret-Joyeuse ran into a Dutch one. The Netherlands had not yet been subjugated into republicanism, so he attacked it, and in due course one of the Dutch prizes, a merchant brig, was taken in tow by the captured Castor and sent eastwards. The Castor had been placed under the command of a French officer named L’Huillier and manned by 200 men drawn from the combined French fleets. Nineteen days after her capture Castor fell in with the small 28-gun British frigate Carysfort. Captain Francis Laforey immediately gave chase, L’Huillier cast off his tow, and for an hour and a quarter without a break the two ships hammered away at each other. Badly hulled, with his main topgallant shot away, Castor’s mainmast badly damaged and sixteen officers and men killed, L’Huillier had to strike his colours: Castor and the twenty of her original crew remaining aboard her fell back into the hands of the Royal Navy.

The recapture of the Castor was one of those cases which tested the prize law. Both Admiralty and Navy Board claimed that, as she had not been in to an enemy port and was not therefore a ‘complete prize’, they were only bound to pay Laforey and his crew salvage money. This Laforey challenged, and in a test case in the High Court of Admiralty the judge, Sir James Marriot, ruled that since, according to L’Huillier’s deposition, Contre-Amiral Nielly was empowered by his commission to arm and fit out those prizes of war he thought suitable to enter the service of the French Republic, the Castor had become a French ship-of-war and, having been duly engaged and overcome in that capacity, subsequently fell a legitimate prize to His Britannic Majesty’s frigate Carysfort. Their Lordships seem not to have regarded this challenge as insubordinate, and were sufficiently impressed with Laforey’s achievement to promote his first lieutenant, Richard Worsley, to the rank of commander. Laforey was well connected and soon afterwards inherited a baronetcy; he later commanded the 74-gun Spartiate at Trafalgar and went on to flag-rank.

Occasionally, however, convoy escort could yield its own rewards, as Captain The Honourable William Paget discovered in the Mediterranean. His ship, the 50-gun Romney, was escort to a small convoy of British and Dutch merchantmen on passage from Naples to Smyrna in the Levant. On 17 June Paget and his charges were passing clear of the Cyclades between Tinos and Mikonos. Three British frigates with which the Romney had shortly before been in company were in the offing when Paget’s lookouts spotted a French frigate at anchor off Mikonos with three merchant vessels. Immediately Paget signalled his own convoy to join the Inconstant, Leda and Tartar, and hauled round to close Mikonos Road.

Bearing down upon the enemy vessel, the 40-gun frigate Sybille, flying the broad pendant of Commodore Jacques Rondeau, Paget cleared his own ship for action and anchored her close to the French frigate, sending an officer in a boat to demand her surrender to prevent unnecessary bloodshed. Rondeau rejected the summons and hove in on his cable, placing Sybille directly between Romney and the town. To avoid hitting the innocent Greek islanders, Paget sent out his boats with a second anchor and warped ahead, clapping springs on his cables so that he might veer his ship and traverse his broadside. Having a vacant gun-port in his engaged side, Paget also shifted one of his 24-pounder guns from the opposite broadside. All this activity went on unmolested by Rondeau, who took no advantage of the British being thus dispersed and preoccupied. Pager’s ship now utterly over-awed Rondeau’s broadside of 18-pounders.

Once the town was clear of his field of fire Paget sent his men to their guns, and at one o’clock in the afternoon opened fire. Rondeau responded, and for the following seventy minutes the two ships cannonaded each other at short range. Sadly for Rondeau, many of Sybille’s crew fled ashore, and with 46 men killed and 112 wounded he was forced to strike his colours. The Sybille, built at Toulon only three years earlier and a fine frigate, was purchased into the Royal Navy where she remained until 1833. Paget’s losses amounted to 10 men killed and 28 wounded; his first lieutenant, William Brisbane, was promoted to commander.

The impact of the loss of such French frigates was more than just material: the drain of experienced seamen into the appalling British prison hulks anchored in Portsmouth and elsewhere had an effect on morale, besides reducing the pool of available seamen. British frigates continued to hunt down French cruisers whenever and wherever they could be found in home waters, but were sometimes themselves taken at a disadvantage.

Sir James Saumarez was commodore of a flying squadron which comprised his own Crescent, 36, the Druid, 32, Captain Joseph Ellison, the 24-gun ship-sloop Eurydice, Captain Francis Cole, and a lugger commanded by Lieutenant Barker. This was a relatively weak squadron to be cruising close to the French coast, and was additionally hampered by the notoriously poor sailing qualities of the 24-gun post ship Eurydice.

In these dangerous waters in the autumn of their first year of war Saumarez had succeeded in taking the French frigate Réunion without suffering a single casualty from enemy fire, though one seaman had had a leg broken from the recoil of the gun he was manning. Such was the sanguinary nature of the public of the day that bloodless victories were less admired than those in which the bill in killed and wounded was heavy on both sides. Nevertheless, Saumarez was knighted, and the City of London showed their appreciation of the disposal of a notorious commerce raider by making him a gift of plate.

Saumarez, a Channel Islander, was back in his own home waters off Guernsey at dawn on 8 June when daylight revealed a powerful French squadron to windward. There were two large French razées, Scévola and Brutus, both cut down 74-gun ships now mounting 50 guns; two 32-gun frigates, Danaë and Félicité; a 14-gun brig-corvette; and some smaller chasse-marées, which fired upon Barker’s lugger. Caught in this perilous position, Saumarez ordered Eurydice and the lugger to make for south while Crescent and Druid followed them under easy sail. The four British vessels slowly approached the north coast of Jersey with the French squadron overhauling them. Saumarez now realised that he would lose Eurydice, and possibly Druid, unless he seized the initiative. Crescent therefore boldly bore up and stood along the enemy line, exchanging fire and giving Druid, Eurydice and the lugger an opportunity to escape.

This caused the French to believe the Crescent would be the more easily secured by their superior force, and they concentrated their combined fire upon her – just as Saumarez had anticipated. Thus delaying the enemy, Saumarez waited until Ellison and the other vulnerable ships were seen to be clear, heading south and intent upon doubling the Hanois reef and reaching the safety of St Peter’s Port. He then ordered a press of sail hoisted and Crescent, running the studding sail booms out, spread her wings.

With the French now in hot pursuit of Crescent, Saumarez took his second bold decision of the day and headed inshore. At first the French squadron followed, but as the broken and rocky coast drew near, it appeared Crescent was to be driven ashore to avoid capture. But Saumarez had other ideas, for aboard Crescent was a local pilot who knew the inner leads and, dashing close inshore where the French dare not follow, Crescent worked her way clear to the south and in due course followed her consorts into St Peter’s Port road to the frustration of the French commodore, who dared not follow. The Lieutenant-Governor of Guernsey, observing Crescent as she made her way through the Russell, described Saumarez’s manoeuvres as ‘masterly’ and his conduct as exhibiting ‘consummate professional skill’.

Later that August Saumarez attracted attention of a rather different kind when his squadron were sighted from Weymouth Bay, where lay the Trusty, 50. She was anchored as guardship to the Royal Family, then holidaying in the town, for it was feared George III’s fondness for ‘seabathing’ might have reached the ears of the more obsessive regicides in Paris. Saumarez’s four frigates failed to answer Trusty’s private signal and were judged hostile, possibly a special French expedition fitted out to kill or carry off the King! This would have been a bold coup indeed, but the reaction perhaps owed more to the popular reputation of enemy flying squadrons than to any definite intelligence information. The Trusty’s marine drummer was ordered to beat to quarters, an alarm gun was fired and the battery ashore on The Nothe was hurriedly manned. Meanwhile the King and his household were warned, the horses put-to and the royal party’s carriages prepared. That evening, anchoring in Weymouth Bay, Saumarez revealed his identity, to the general relief of all concerned.

Like Saumarez, Warren had been busy since his action in April, though the composition of his squadron had altered somewhat. On 7 August he sailed from Falmouth in Flora with Pellew’s Arethusa, Nagle’s Artois, Sir Sidney Smith’s Diamond, Jonathan Faulknor’s Diana and Eliab Harvey’s Santa Margarita. All except the last were 38-gun frigates, Harvey’s frigate was a former Spaniard taken off Ferrol in 1779 during the American War and now mounting thirty-six 12-pounders as her main armament. Warren was in quest of a French flying squadron reported to be operating west of the Scillies. Finding nothing in the area he stood across the Channel towards Ushant, hoping to locate them closer to their home waters, for the French were known not to remain as long at sea as the British. His instinct proved correct, and as he closed the entrance to Brest harbour on the 23rd, several ships were sighted. While Flora and Arethusa went in chase of two ship-corvettes, the other four British frigates closed on another ship, the French frigate Volontaire of 36 guns. Driven close inshore, she was forced to anchor off a reef known as the Penmarcks, south of the entrance to Brest, where she was so savagely attacked that Capitaine Papin cut his cable, intending to seek a better position. Before he could make sail Volontaire was driven aground, and took such a pounding on the rocks that her pumps were quite inadequate to the task of keeping her afloat. Papin was obliged to abandon her, whereupon the British frigates drew off.

Meanwhile Warren and Pellew drove the two ship-corvettes round the Pointe du Raz and into Audierne Bay, where they anchored. Flora and Arethusa stood after them, however, and the two corvettes weighed again and moved closer inshore to seek the protection of three shore-batteries, whereupon they both took the bottom. The British captains engaged the batteries and the corvettes until after six o’clock in the evening, by which time they had shot away the corvettes’ masts. Men could be seen struggling through the breakers as the tide ebbed, so Warren sent Pellew close in with the boats from both frigates. Pellew discovered the corvettes to be the Alerte, 12, and Espion, 18, captured former British sloops. He and his seamen took more than fifty prisoners, but since the two corvettes were full of wounded he forbore to set them on fire, content that they were badly bilged and therefore total losses. Having inflicted this damage on the very threshold of the French navy’s main Atlantic base, Warren recalled all his frigates and stood offshore.

That autumn Pellew temporarily relieved Warren as commodore of the flying squadron and was again off Ushant on 21 October. Arethusa, Diamond and Artois were now accompanied by Galatea, a brand new 32-gun frigate mounting 18-pounders and commanded by Captain Richard Keats. At daybreak the squadron sighted a strange sail and gave chase. Nagle’s Artois was by far the fastest of the British frigates, and as they were to windward they were able to cut the stranger off from the refuge of Brest Harbour. She was the Révolutionnaire (Capitaine Henri-Alexandre Thévenard), one of the 40-gun, 18-pounder frigates newly built at Le Havre, whence she had recently sailed with a freshly drafted crew whose morale was not of the most fervent. Coming up with the Révolutionnaire Nagle opened fire and for forty minutes the two ships exchanged broadsides, Artois’s guns gradually taking effect on the Révolutionnaire’s rig and reducing her speed. Sir Sidney Smith now ranged up on Thévenard’s unengaged quarter and, with a typical eccentric courtesy, unwilling to steal Nagle’s thunder, fired two guns only as a warning of what was to come if Thévenard persisted in his gallant but useless resistance. Beyond Diamond Thévenard could see the hand-overfist approach of Arethusa and Galatea, soon obvious also to his ship’s company, which now showed a marked reluctance to continue the fight. Thereupon Thévenard, who was slightly wounded himself and had lost eight seamen killed and four wounded out of a crew of 351, struck his colours. Of her crew of 281, Artois had lost one marine officer and two seamen killed, with five seamen wounded.

As a result of his part in the action Nagle became Sir Edmund, while his first lieutenant, Robert Oliver, became a commander. Révolutionnaire was purchased into the Royal Navy (she was in better condition than the Pomone), and her name was simply anglicised. Pellew, reputedly piqued by Nagle’s honour, was certainly galled by not having got into action, and complained of Arethusa’s disappointing lack of speed. Unworthy though it was, this petulance was later to have significant consequences.

During 1794 there was action too in foreign waters. In the West Indies a force under Vice-Admiral Sir John Jervis conveyed troops under Lieutenant-General Sir Charles Grey which succeeded in taking the French colonies of Martinique and St Lucia. It was in the waters east of the Cape of Good Hope, however, that the cruiser war was to flare up intermittently over the next twenty years. The French maintained a strong base for their men-of-war at Île de France, better known to the British as Mauritius, largest of a small archipelago lying to the east of Madagascar, an ideal place from which to assault East Indiamen on passage between India and China and the Cape of Good Hope. The importance to the French of damaging the British economy by interdicting this trade cannot be over-emphasised.

The presence of French national ships-of-war and private corsairs at Île de France meant that British cruisers had to be stationed off the islands to prevent attacks on their trade. In late 1794 these cruisers were the 50-gun Centurion and the small, obsolete, two-decked 44-gun Diomede, and on 22 October the two were lying to the east of the island when a squadron of French ships was sighted to the west. These were under the orders of Commodore Jean-Marie Renaud with his pendant in the 36-gun Prudente. Renaud had sailed from Port Louis on the Île de France with the express purpose of destroying the British cruisers, and was followed by the Cybèle of 40 gun