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We must therefore sometimes conquer, and if we are sometimes excluded from the continent of Europe, form for ourselves an insular empire, complete in its parts, and sufficient to itself.

G. F. Leckie (1808) on Britain in the Mediterranean

With the English for my friends I can do anything; without their friendship I can do nothing … Wherever I turn, they are there to baffle me.

Mehmet Ali, Viceroy of Egypt (1834)


Introduction: The British and the Mediterranean

A British diplomat, standing on a Greek steamer at the beginning of June 1864 as it passed between the channel separating the Ionian islands of Zante and Cephalonia, and coming within sight of Corfu, felt a strong surge of emotion at a vista which, he said, ‘had been dear to so many of our English race’ for over half a century.1 He was going to attend the handing over of those islands by Great Britain to the Kingdom of Greece. An echo of that emotional chord can still be conjured up today by visitors to Corfu Town – architecturally a unique blend of Venetian splendour, early Victorian neoclassicism and modern Greek blight – who take the advice of the Rough Guide and visit the botanist’s heaven of the British Cemetery, tended in 2011 by the same dedicated local caretaker for over sixty years.

The gravestones are not only of those who died on the island when Corfu was British-ruled after 1817, but go up to the present; they reveal lives – some for many years, some more transiently – bound up with that of Corfu itself. There are many such cemeteries dispersed throughout the Mediterranean, some under the auspices of the Commonwealth War Graves Commission, such as that at Suda Bay containing the memorials of 1,500 soldiers killed during the battle for Crete during May 1941, and millions of tourists will have at one time or another come across them. One of the earliest is Gibraltar’s Trafalgar Cemetery, tranquil despite its proximity to bustling Main Street, originally consecrated in June 1798, two months before Admiral Horatio Nelson’s triumph at the Battle of the Nile. The graveyards themselves are not static phenomena. During 2005 the bodies of thirty British sailors in the victorious fleet, one in officer’s uniform, were discovered on Nelson’s Island in Aboukir Bay and reburied with full honours, an Egyptian navy band and British buglers sounding the ‘Last Post’, at Chatby Military Cemetery in Alexandria.2

A historian nicely evoking the passion for British travel to the Mediterranean during the Victorian and Edwardian eras remarks how such visitors ‘touched Southern life too lightly to receive its imprint or extract its essence’.3 This must surely be true of most of those who came and went purely as tourists, however discerning, mostly for short periods, and preoccupied with galleries, museums, churches, piazzas and sometimes beaches. This book, however, is about a more penetrating and tangible subject. From the end of the eighteenth century there emerged, at first tentatively but by the 1830s and 1840s more visibly, a British presence in the Mediterranean – political, administrative, military and strategic – broadly designated by the mid-Victorian generation as the outcome of their maritime supremacy as a nation. For many Britons, indeed, their most acute awareness of the power and authority modern conditions had fortuitously conferred on their homeland came during sojourns in the Mediterranean. During 1882 one visitor to Malta wrote:


Most Englishmen at home are so far from warlike sights, that they are apt to forget that their country has after all shown herself great in war as in commerce. But no man can forget that fact as he stands here upon the Barecca [Baracca] of Valletta and looks down upon the great forts and the ironclads which sleep securely beneath their walls.4

 

The following pages will refer frequently to the great naval base of Valletta’s Grand Harbour, and by extension the Royal Navy will also loom large. My interest will not lie within the ‘wooden walls’ of that navy, with all the minutiae of its organization and operations, but rather in the interaction between naval power and its general environment. British supremacies were rarely what they seemed. But the British presence was vital and powerful and lasted well beyond the end of the Second World War. To local people it often seemed to have anything but a light and superficial touch. In the process the British left an imprint on the Mediterranean, and the Mediterranean certainly left an imprint on the history of Britain. This book is concerned with those effects, and the complicated and varying relationships bound up with them.

So entrenched did the British become in significant parts of the Mediterranean that their presence became something deeper: a world of its own, though like all such phenomena, one shot through with other worlds, presences and rivalries. I shall focus here on those places, mostly but not exclusively islands, that the British came to rule over, albeit under varying rubrics and circumstances. At one time or another this range of venues comprised Gibraltar, Malta, Corfu and the other Ionian islands, Cyprus, Egypt (that is, Mediterranean Egypt) and Palestine. But so pervasive was the British influence that a much longer list would be required to incorporate those societies where war, revolution or some other disruption led to intervention or some degree of control by Great Britain and her agents.

As this book begins, indeed, Minorca and Corsica were just emerging from such experiences, the first prolonged, the second brief but tempestuous. Sicily had her own ‘English decade’ after 1806, while as late as 1935 it could be said that ‘the Cretans appeared ready to hoist the British flag’5 (in fact the British did occupy parts of Crete for several years after 1897, and again in the Second World War). Islands that got away entirely in this process were rare and they usually did so only narrowly. Sardinia, which more than any other island excited Nelson’s acquisitiveness, was rarely omitted from his Mediterranean dispatches in the early 1800s, although in the end it was never exposed to British rule.6

Something should be said at the outset about the Mediterranean as a category. Fernand Braudel in his great work on the history of the Mediterranean treated it as a world, not as a distinct region, since its natural features were open to so many variations and definitions, most popularly the idea of ‘below and above the olive line’.7 The same issues of definition apply in the geopolitical realm. A Maltese historian comments how ‘the regionality of the Mediterranean is recognized more by external actors with alleged “vital interests” than by the indigenous states [themselves]. In itself this follows directly from the last [nineteenth] century when Mediterranean regionality was largely brought about by the British-Russian contest for hegemony.’8 That contest for hegemony, of course, included competing powers other than Britain and Russia, most obviously France, but certainly it has been pressures bearing down from a number of external sources which have given a coherence to the Mediterranean that it otherwise lacks. This was pre-eminently true with regard to the actions of the United Kingdom, and if there has in modern times been a predominant instrument for integrating the Mediterranean as a single theatre it was the British, together with the responses and challenges, both international and within the societies themselves, that its ubiquity often precipitated. It was the British presence in the Mediterranean, and the stability it provided, which made the region what an eminent historian writing in 1904 encapsulated as the ‘keyboard of Europe’: if that was shaken, everything else would shake too.9 When progressively after 1945 the international system was reshaped in the image of two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, for whom the region was purely a supplementary theatre for their own mutual contests, the Mediterranean relapsed into something less than the sum of its parts. As a result, nothing has quite replaced the Anglo-Mediterranean order; and although every so often calls are made, usually by Presidents of France, for a more unified Mediterranean, they always fall flat.

Over the decades after 1800 the British brought to the forefront of the Mediterranean stage their ambition, instinct for domination, penny-pinching ways, grating superiority and many other such traits; but they also brought much-needed protection against other predators and would-be successors to regional primacy, more secure food supplies, hopes of prosperity, apprehensions of a wider world beyond constraining parochialism and accelerating social change – in sum, modernity. It is the shifting boundaries between these powerful forces that make the subject so interesting. This book is not exclusively or even principally about the place of the Mediterranean in the larger and more systemic framework of Britain’s foreign policy, strategy and empire, though by its nature this has to enter into discussion. Readers with tastes for the global not the local must look elsewhere. The interest here is in something inherently subtle, indefinable and ultimately, perhaps, more absorbing: the British experience of the Mediterranean, and the Mediterranean experience of the British.


1

The Origins of an Anglo-Mediterranean Order, 1800–1814

On 27 August 1800 the French warships Diana and La Justice (both survivors of Nelson’s smashing victory at the Battle of the Nile two years earlier) made a sudden dash out of the spacious harbour of Valletta, Malta’s baroque capital. The island’s light summer airs had given way to a strong breeze, providing a sudden opportunity to escape from a close two-year British blockade of the French-held island. It was an attempt the blockaders had been waiting for. La Justice made it to the open sea and back to France; Diana was raked with shot, dismasted and escorted by HMS Superb to the harbour mouth, where the British squadron was concentrated. From dispatches found aboard the Diana it was confirmed that the prolonged resistance of the French garrison was about to crack.

On 5 September General Charles Henri Vaubois and Admiral Pierre Charles de Villeneuve (later Nelson’s adversary at Trafalgar) capitulated.1 Immediately redcoats occupied the forts held tenaciously by the French ever since a Maltese rebellion had broken out on receipt of the news of the destruction of Napoleon’s fleet in Egyptian waters. The Royal Navy now took over Valletta’s grand anchorage. Valletta became its greatest overseas base and it was not to leave for 178 years. Captain Alexander Ball, who had been sent ashore by Nelson in October 1798 to liaise with Maltese forces, made a formal entry into the city, retracing the steps along the elegant Strada Reale where Napoleon himself had briefly resided en route to his Egyptian adventure. A Te Deum was sung amid the magnificence of St John’s Church, and the gates of Valletta swung open to admit the general population, though, as Vaubois had insisted, no armed persons were allowed among them.2 On 8 September the French garrison, its semi-starvation eased by British military rations, was evacuated. It did so with honour, drums beating, colours flying, accompanied to the rear by two-pound cannon with matches alight.

Yet wherever the British occupied Mediterranean territory, a degree of misunderstanding invariably prevailed. Malta’s inhabitants, who under Ball’s command had been besieging the French from the landward side, welcomed the British occupying force and wanted it to stay. A British presence offered protection, and guarantees of food when war had brought acute deprivation. The last thing desired was any return of the feudal Knights of St John who, before Napoleon’s abrupt intrusion, had lorded it over the island for hundreds of years. Yet at the same time the Maltese believed that their own fighters had played the main role in defeating the French, and that the British (without losing a single soldier in the siege) had simply delivered the coup de grâce. This belief – according to which Malta became British by a ‘deed of gift’ on the part of the inhabitants and not by conquest – ultimately came to form the bedrock of an evolving Maltese political consciousness.

The British held to their own version of events. More than 100 sailors had died in blockading duties. Inspection showed that the artillery of the Maltese irregular militia had done very little damage to the fortifications of Valletta. The British therefore contended that the French garrison had in the end only been reduced by an acute shortage of supplies, that is by the blockade, as Vaubois himself confessed.3 The laurels of victory therefore lay, it was argued, with the British Navy, and Malta’s liberation from French arms (and French looting) became a mere coda to Nelson’s successes.4 The British Commander-in-Chief, General Henry Pigot, saw to it that the Union Jack was raised over the fortress and harbour, paying no heed to other claimants – especially Sicilian and Russian – to lordship over the island. The Anglo-Maltese relationship, while in many ways unusually intimate in colonial terms, was also to be incorrigibly quarrelsome, and such differences of interpretation went back to these earliest moments of British occupation.

In fact, an incipient British Empire in the Mediterranean was far from taking shape in September 1800. Contemporaries would have regarded any such idea as highly improbable. For much of the eighteenth century the British had possessed a weak and fluctuating influence there; ‘experimental … almost fumbling’, according to one historian.5 Great Britain had acquired two vantage points in the western Mediterranean under the Treaty of Utrecht in 1714: Minorca and Gibraltar. Minorca, however, was repeatedly lost in wartime, having to be reconquered on four separate occasions (it was eventually ceded to Spain in 1802, though British warships continued to winter there for the rest of the war against France). Admiral Rooke’s capture of Gibraltar in 1704 and the exploits of its garrison in successfully resisting the Spaniards during the Great Siege of 1782–4 both entered British folklore, but throughout the eighteenth century doubts persisted as to the colony’s true worth. George III was all for giving it away to Madrid as an unnecessary irritant.6 British trade in the Mediterranean, too, was anything but vibrant, and was dwindling as the 1790s opened. The Levant Company (holding by royal authority a monopoly in British commerce over much of the area) required a state subsidy to keep going, and the British consulate in Alexandria was actually closed down for want of activity.7

This partly explains why on the outbreak of war with revolutionary France during February 1793, Royal Navy warships in the Mediterranean were depleted and dispersed. The key concern in the Mediterranean was to bottle up the French fleet in Toulon. In that great port a major opportunity soon presented itself following a French royalist revolt, and British troops were put ashore to take control, especially of the dockyard. Surrounded by high ground, and with a partly hostile population, Toulon was difficult to hold. It became impossible when a French republican militia arrived with a young officer, Napoleon Bonaparte, in its ranks. It was in Toulon that Napoleon and Nelson came physically closest in careers that for the next few years were tempestuously entwined. A hasty exit by British forces and thousands of destitute royalist refugees followed in mid-December 1793. The British Commander-in-Chief in the Mediterranean, Admiral Samuel Hood, fell back on Corsica as an alternative base. There the fortresses of Bastia and Calvi were successively besieged and conquered. It was when assaulting the latter on 12 July 1794 that Nelson lost the sight of one eye – an engraved French inscription on a rock still marks the spot.8 For a short but rumbustious interval Corsica, indeed, became more than simply a base, since what was designated the ‘Anglo-Corsican Kingdom’ had a British Viceroy in the form of Sir Gilbert Elliot. This curious polity was a further premonition – already foreshadowed in Minorca and Gibraltar – of an Anglo-Mediterranean order in the making.9

Elliot’s viceregal authority, however, was highly precarious. He had to cope with fierce rivalries between British sailors and soldiers – Nelson was at loggerheads there with Colonel Sir John Moore, also destined to be a fallen hero at the Battle of Corunna in January 1809 – and between warring Corsican factions. Nor were ministers in London especially bothered about Corsica’s fate; one admitted that news from the island felt like that from the moon.10 This chaos was ended by the arrival of a French expeditionary force from Leghorn on 19 October 1796. As the French progressed inland many of the local inhabitants who had rallied to the British flag now deserted it. Nelson personally supervised an unavoidable evacuation, being, he assured his wife, ‘absolutely the last man who quitted’.11 With the balance of power shifting, and Spain now allied with France, the government of William Pitt felt under so much pressure that they had to pull British warships out of the Mediterranean altogether during October 1796. The West Indies suddenly seemed to promise easier and safer acquisitions. The little Italian island of Elba briefly remained under British occupation, but once that feeble toehold was given up, only the guard-post of Gibraltar remained. This was very far, therefore, from an era of British mastery in the Mediterranean.

The decision to send a British squadron back into the Mediterranean under Nelson’s command in May 1798 did not necessarily presage fundamental change. The intention was not to counter the preparations at Toulon for Napoleon’s looming eastern campaign, culminating in his invasion of Egypt two months later. Ministers in London knew nothing for some while about this visionary expedition. The object of re-entry into the Mediterranean was to meet the urgent plea of Britain’s ally Austria to protect the Neapolitan Kingdom (the ‘Two Sicilies’), and so counter the rapidly spreading French domination of Italy. Critics were poised to pour scorn on the rather frenzied movements of Nelson’s ships – his ‘unfortunate cruise’, as one put it.12 As it happened, Nelson proved extraordinarily fortunate. After chasing the French fleet back and forth around Sardinia and Sicily, to his intense relief Nelson found his prey at anchor in Aboukir Bay off Alexandria. His ships then destroyed the French formation in one brutal assault on 1 August 1798. The shocking violence of the explosion that tore apart the French flagship, L’Orient, provided a talking point all over Europe, and was graphically portrayed in innumerable journals.13 ‘Victory is not a name strong enough for such a scene,’ Nelson remarked on the immediate aftermath; seven years later his own coffin was to be made from the shattered mast of L’Orient. When news of the triumph reached Gibraltar, the Governor ordered a twenty-one-gun salute, though he first politely forewarned the Spanish authorities (as we shall see, there was always a tradition of Anglo-Hispanic manners surrounding the Rock). Once the information was hurried to London, theatres in celebration added ‘Rule, Britannia’ to their nightly performances.

The Battle of Aboukir Bay heralded a critically important strategic shift, restoring Britain’s leading role in the Mediterranean for the rest of the war against France.14 Yet in the short term its effects wore off all too rapidly. Napoleon himself was trapped in Egypt but he and his army had not been evicted; its eastern advance was only stemmed by the Anglo-Turkish defence of Acre in Syria in mid-1799. Nelson himself had gone straight to Naples, where amid all the hubris he became fatally entangled in the affairs of the Neapolitan Court. In particular, he renewed a previously passing acquaintance with the British Minister, Sir William Hamilton, his much younger wife, Emma, and with Emma’s patron, Maria Caroline, Queen of the Two Sicilies (that is, Naples and Sicily combined). An outraged and vengeful royalism in a ruptured Mediterranean society was to mark ensuing events. It was with Nelson’s encouragement that the Neapolitan army was dispatched to bar the French republican advance at Rome, only to meet headlong defeat. The Bourbon court, with Emma in its entourage, was forced to retreat with a now infatuated Nelson and his fleet to Sicily. One of the Queen’s young sons died in Emma’s arms on the troubled voyage.

At this point the British military presence in the region was still thinly scattered between Gibraltar, Sicily and Malta; nor could localized naval superiority easily match French predominance on land, above all in Italy, where Napoleon, now back in Europe and having seized dictatorial power, went on to win a smashing victory at Marengo on 14 June 1800. When the Royal Navy took Valletta’s Grand Harbour, therefore, it was in some degree a compensation for difficulties and defeats elsewhere. Overall, the British presence in the Mediterranean remained wavering and by no means set to be permanent.

Much of the naval contest in the Mediterranean, as in the West Indies, revolved less around the permanent seizure of bases or colonies than around the acquisition of prizes to be traded for a profit at some future peace conference. This was not so much the shock of the new, or the lineaments of a newly possessive colonialism, but good old-fashioned eighteenth-century warfare and territorial diplomacy. Still, the question took shape within Pitt’s wartime government as to whether the British aim in the Mediterranean was simply to restore the status quo ante bellum, as Pitt himself preferred, or whether a more lasting commitment was being hammered into place. The British seizure of Malta did not resolve this matter. In raising the British flag on the island, General Pigot made no explicit claim to British sovereignty. He was punctilious in confirming the Maltese, and not least the Roman Catholic Church, in all their ancient privileges, while outside Valletta itself the Sicilian flag flew on the island, since King Ferdinand of Naples had provided the Maltese rising with arms and money. Nor was the military value of Malta quite apparent. For Napoleon it had just been a convenient stop on the way to Alexandria, with the added bonus of booty. Its smallness meant there was no strategic depth by which an occupying force could find security, as the French forces Napoleon left there found out. Nelson considered Malta ‘a useless and enormous expense’,15 and his successor as Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Lord Collingwood, shared the prejudice, calling Malta on one occasion ‘the most gossiping, gourmandizing place I ever heard of’.16 More important for Pitt was the belief that hanging on to Malta was not worth the price of undermining peace negotiations to end an exhausting war. Under Article 10 of the Treaty of Amiens (25 March 1802) the British Government agreed to withdraw from the island and to its retrocession to the Knights – almost the last thing wanted by the Maltese themselves, whose deputation to London protested at the injustice done to them.17

The fierce reaction to the decision in influential British circles, however, indicated that the parameters of Mediterranean policy were moving. This reaction was political as much as naval, despite the advantages as a centre for refitting and repair that Malta offered to warships. When Nelson himself spoke in the Lords, he gave no indication that he wanted to keep Malta or Minorca.18 Practising politicians, mostly Tories, however, attacked the giving up of Malta as ‘disgraceful, humiliating and pregnant with danger’.19 This sentiment offered a convenient rallying point for all those opposed to the Peace of Amiens. Throughout the uneasy period of peace following the treaty, the British in fact kept the strength of the Mediterranean Fleet at a high level and dragged their feet over leaving Malta. When Napoleon sought to pin responsibility for the renewal of conflict on the British, he put their refusal to leave Malta in the forefront, stating – according to one of London’s negotiators in Paris – that ‘he [Napoleon] would rather see us in possession of the Faubourg St. Antoine’ than remaining on the island.20 Yet Bonaparte’s motives were as supple as those of the proponents of a ‘British’ Malta, since he saw advantage in luring Britain into peripheral and burdensome Mediterranean commitments liable to weaken their resistance to the cross-Channel invasion taking shape in his mind. Once war was renewed with even more devastating violence, the Opposition leader in Westminster, Charles James Fox, lamented that the fresh conflict was seemingly for ‘plain bare, wretched Malta’, unconnected, as he saw it, with any real British interest. The allegation drew this retort from a Government defender: ‘We are at war for Malta, but not for Malta only, but for Egypt, and not for Egypt only, but for India, but not for India only, for the integrity of the British Empire.’21

This kind of high strategic determinism, blurring places and military logic, underlines a persistent difficulty in explaining Great Britain’s role in the Mediterranean. Partisanship invariably generated a fuzzy imperial rhetoric, masking more practical aims. Mention of India became a habitual sign of this tendency, as some contemporaries noted.22 In reality Egypt came to matter to the British, in a mirror-image of Napoleon’s own fascination, not as a stepping stone to India but as a useful element in the struggle to gain leverage over the future of the Ottoman Empire. Before the Treaty of Amiens the French army had been finally prised from Egypt, when a British expedition was landed under General Sir Ralph Abercromby close to Aboukir Bay in March 1801. Abercromby himself was soon killed – his body taken for burial to Fort St Elmo on Malta – but in early September a force of Grenadiers and Guards had occupied Alexandria. Many British agents in the Levant viewed this enthusiastically as the harbinger of a permanent presence. But it was nothing of the kind. Having got the French out, British officers scarcely had time to play tourist at the Pyramids before they had been evacuated themselves, with some 7,000 troops going to Malta.23 Only a static garrison was left, and even that was withdrawn at the peace of 1802.

Napoleon’s adventure in Egypt, in fact, had left a deeper and more lasting mark on Egyptian affairs than Abercromby’s men,24 and after the renewal of war the British never stopped worrying that the French would make another attempt with a view to reviving France’s wider influence on the Ottoman Empire. This explains Nelson’s growing concern with eastern Mediterranean waters once he went back as Commander-in-Chief to supervise the new hostilities.25 When French influence over Turkey showed signs of revival, a British army, 6,000-strong, under General Henry Fox was dispatched again to Egypt in mid-1806, this time with explicit instructions to occupy Alexandria directly. This was successfully accomplished. Food was in short supply in the city, however, and the decision was taken to extend the occupation to Rosetta. The detachment entering that town found themselves engaged in desperate street fighting with local militia, and it was virtually annihilated in retreating.26 Alexandria was retained for a while, but in 1807 the remaining troops were withdrawn. British experience in Egypt would always be mixed. The occupations of 1801–2 and 1806–7 not only kept the French out, they underpinned the foundation of a continuing British stake, including a commercial interest. A full-time British consulate was re-established at Alexandria in 1810, and when in 1816 the post was upgraded to a consul-generalship the expanded remit of the job was to keep in close touch with His Majesty’s Minister at Naples, the British Resident at Corfu, the Governor of Malta and the Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. In fits and starts Egypt had come to be viewed by the British as an integral part of politics and strategy in the Mediterranean.27

Part of the significance of Egypt during the war after 1803 lay in control over its corn exports. This was only one aspect of a tightening of British control over Mediterranean trade. During the eighteenth century English products had been eclipsed by superior French competition in both Mediterranean and Levantine markets. But revolution and war after 1789 badly affected French manufacturing and gave Britain a new opening. After 1798 the British gradually imposed a quasi-monopoly of their own, assisted by the subordination of those secondary powers and city-states hitherto so prominent in Mediterranean affairs. As more and more enemy ships of all kinds were taken to Malta as prizes, so their crews, along with their skills and experience, became entangled with British military and commercial operations rather than those of Venice, Ragusa or Genoa.28

Here was the cosmopolitanism, flexibility and absorptive capacity behind an incipient British Mediterranean phenomenon. Nelson’s smashing of the main French battle fleet at Trafalgar on 21 October 1805, by clearing the sea for British commerce, gave an enormous boost to this process. There was, nevertheless, a vital distinction between the operation of land and sea power. Trafalgar conquered water but not territory and wealth, in contrast to Napoleon’s virtually simultaneous triumphs in central Europe at Ulm and Austerlitz.29 The latter provided Napoleon with the inspiration for an attempt to strangle Britain’s commerce with Europe (the ‘Continental System’) begun by the Berlin Decree of November 1806. Yet water held its own key to commercial sway, and ironically the French Emperor’s continentalized vision served only to bring an unparalleled boom to Mediterranean ports and hinterlands under British oversight. Nor was this reversed when he imposed peace terms on Russia at his meeting with Tsar Alexander I at Tilsit on 7 July 1807. This represented the height of Napoleon’s diplomatic power, and he subsequently failed to exert a similar grip over the Ottoman Porte. From then onwards it was largely as a vent into Turkey and back into Europe through many circuitous but profitable channels that a new Mediterranean emporium for British industrial output took shape.

Meanwhile retaliatory British Orders-in-Council forbidding all trade with the enemy were made ruthlessly effective by Royal Navy captains. Paying for, and distributing, the supplies required by the 30,000 British troops now deployed in the Mediterranean theatre compounded this effectiveness. British merchant houses in Alexandria funnelled vital Egyptian wheat for the garrisons on various islands, including Sicily after the latter’s occupation during February 1806. The biggest supply system, however, was that required by another British army (eventually more than 40,000 strong) in the Iberian peninsula assisting the Spanish revolt against French invasion from mid-1808 onwards. By 1812 Egyptian warehouses were said to be ‘stuffed with British goods’ in payment for local produce, reflecting a trade that helped fuel Britain’s own industrial transformation.30 Paradoxically, the rise to power in Egyptian politics of the Albanian warlord Mehmet Ali, later to become such a bête noire of English policy in the Levant, was greased by the profits generated from this commerce.

Malta, helped by having the best lazaretto, or place of quarantine, in the Mediterranean, offered the most striking example of a bubble of war-driven commercialism under British auspices. Respectable English merchants flocked to Valletta to establish branches, encouraged by administrative and legal stability (including an Admiralty Prize Court) presided over by Sir Alexander Ball, who had returned to the island knighted as Civil Commissioner in 1803. In 1808, 12.2 per cent of all British exports went to the island, most for onward transmission. What this meant in terms of employment and cash circulation in a desperately poor and overpopulated island can easily be imagined. ‘In the poorest home of the most distant casal [village],’ wrote Samuel Taylor Coleridge, the poet, who in an opium-filled interlude served as Public Secretary in the administration of Malta, ‘two rude paintings were sure to be found: a picture of the Virgin and Child and a portrait of Sir Alexander Ball.’31 Here Coleridge’s Tory Romanticism, suggestively developed under Mediterranean conditions, assumed an exaggerated conceit featuring in his regular journal The Friend.

But when Ball died in harness at San Antonio Palace on 25 October 1809 the public mourning touched some kind of popular chord, despite criticisms – for example, of corrupt appointments – occasionally levelled at him by some on the island.32 Open subscription paid for his imposing neoclassical memorial in the Lower Barracca Gardens overlooking the spectacular harbour. Though by the time of his death the British presence in Malta was not absolutely secured, it was well on the way to being so.33 Ball had executed an essential aim of British policy, which was to give the Maltese themselves a vested interest in the new regime.34 His memory, however, could not escape being absorbed into the incurable disputatiousness of Anglo-Maltese relations, so that his record was still sufficiently contested to be the subject of lively letters to the Times of Malta on the bicentenary of his death in October 2009.35

The wartime prosperity easing Ball’s administration in Malta, however, had an underside from the start. Local traders felt threatened by newcomers attracted to such a honeypot. Besides the English, these included an influx of allegedly ‘bad characters’, including rowdy Sicilians, Albanians, Genoese, and Jews from Gibraltar. Local reactions to Greeks were most hostile, because the interaction between Roman Catholicism (so dominant in Malta) and those practising Eastern Orthodoxy was sometimes fraught. In 1805 the first ‘popular’ demonstrations by a Maltese crowd hinged on protests against undesirable immigrants. Simultaneously, inflation eroded the salaries of public officials, who became conscious of the growing number and higher remuneration of their British counterparts. Ball clashed with his superiors in London on the use of Malta as ‘a nest for home patronage’, though this was not easily stemmed.36 Although the old nobility had hoped that they would come into their own after both the Knights and the French had been got rid of, they found that they began to lose their footing in this brave, brash and materialistic world. Other English-occupied territories in the area shared similar discontents. In Gibraltar, for example, British military control grew tighter. In the early 1800s armed sentries began to be posted beyond the Rock proper, in what became British Neutral Ground on the isthmus. The Spanish were not in a position to resist this encroachment. Tensions also existed within the garrison and town. There was a mutiny among some of the troops in 1802 against the harshness of the Duke of Kent as Governor, while the latter was at odds with merchants over a crackdown on the taverns that had long brought big profits to local bar-keepers and suppliers.37 In short, an incipient British Mediterranean world sometimes brought external protection and material betterment, but also nagging uncertainty about unsettling change and a considerable chafing with established customs.

Meanwhile the meeting between the French and Russian emperors at Tilsit had strategic as well as economic effects. It gave a fillip to the last spasm of Napoleon’s eastern ambitions, and included in its effects the further integration of the Mediterranean as a theatre. It was in blocking this movement, too, that the British got pulled further into the Mediterranean mainstream. Napoleon’s prime aim was to force Russian complicity in his dream of reducing the Ottoman Empire to satellite status. Behind this lay a profound geopolitical shift first unleashed from the 1770s when Empress Catherine II oversaw a drive to extend the southern borderlands of Moscow’s power. The Black Sea was brought back into a pan-European commercial network from which it had been partly cut off since the demise of the Italian trading colonies in the fifteenth century.38 By the turn of the nineteenth century that sea was no longer, as a Sultan had once expressed it, ‘a virgin shut up in a harem’,39 but was now open to other contenders. British fear that Napoleon would succeed in subordinating Sultan Selim III to his will and so gain entry to Constantinople led to the dispatch of a fleet under Admiral Sir John Duckworth in February 1807. Here, too, was a test of the technical capacity of the Royal Navy. The British fleet could sink rival fleets when they were tempted into battle at sea, as they had at Trafalgar. But could it reverse Nelson’s old dictum that anybody who thought wooden ships could triumph over stone forts was a fool? This was a question that was to come up again and again under Mediterranean conditions.

In this case, Admiral Duckworth’s squadron of eight warships successfully navigated a passage through the Dardanelles on 19 February and moored off Constantinople, which they threatened to bombard unless the Turkish fleet surrendered. Ten days later, however, no reply had come. Meanwhile Napoleon’s special envoy in the Levant, François Sebastiani, was directing the Turks to bring their armaments to bear along the line of retreat. Duckworth decided to pass quickly back through the Straits while he could, losing one of his ships on the way.40 The whole expedition had been miscalculated. After this failure, diplomacy had necessarily to fill the breach, and a political mission was sent instead to the Ottoman court. After laborious negotiations Britain’s chief negotiator, the young Stratford Canning, brokered a Russo-Turkish Treaty, signed at Bucharest (1810), barring further French progress. Arguably, this would be the finest achievement of a diplomat who was to figure prominently in Mediterranean affairs for decades. In its wake the newly installed Sultan Mahmud II became, according to a French diplomat, ‘plus Anglaise ques les Anglais mêmes’.41 All this meant was that he understood how British sea power might intrude less damagingly on the Ottoman world than rival land powers, and if skilfully managed might even provide a protective screen for Turkey itself. In this lay the genesis of the Eastern Question and Britain’s part in it. Furthermore, the embassy at Constantinople, which had long been of largely commercial significance, emerged as the critical vantage point, ‘the sentinel upon the bridge’,42 for British interests across much of the Mediterranean.

The Franco-Russian deal at Tilsit had yet another consequence. It brought the Greek provinces of the Ottoman Empire within the active margins of European conflict. This was initially achieved through the swift eviction by more than 13,000 French troops of the Russian forces which had taken Corfu and the other Ionian islands opposite Albania and the Peloponnese in 1799. The Russians had then set up a Septinsular Republic under effective Russian protection, drawing on fellow Orthodox feeling. After Napoleon had taken possession, Corfu displaced all other Mediterranean islands in his vision as offering ‘the key to the Adriatic’, and a potential route back into the Ottoman world.43 Stretched in manpower and other resources, the British Government strove to obstruct this advance as cheaply as possible. It appointed a Consul in the Morea, leading to the first calls for a British ‘protectorate’ among local Christians eager for possible means of escape from Turkish rule. Political feelers and weapons were sent to Ali Pasha of Ioannina, already portrayed by some as a model of the wily Oriental despot, but trumpeted in British circles as offering ‘the keystone of Greece’.44 The easiest way of gaining a Greek stake, however, was by acquisitions in the adjoining Ionian archipelago, offering ‘an observatory on the whole of European Turkey’.45 In October 1809 a force of 1,700 troops was sent to capture the southern Ionian island of Zante. Britain’s modern engagement with Hellenic affairs started here.

With the bulk of French troops concentrated further north in Corfu, the small garrison on Zante surrendered almost as soon as British warships appeared. The islands of Cephalonia, Ithaca and Cerigo followed in their wake. General John Oswald, commanding this operation, made clear that these occupations were expected to be purely temporary. Conscious of the growing cult of Ionian nationalism,46 with its strong Greek identification, Oswald discreetly raised, not the British flag, but that of the Septinsular Republic, hoping to ensure a warmer welcome. As in Malta, the seeds of confusion underlying British occupation were immediately present. Nonetheless, Britain’s stake remained limited so long as the prize of Corfu remained beyond its grasp. The French Imperial Commissioner, Matthieu de Lesseps (father of the future constructor of the Suez Canal) set about improving Corfu’s fortifications, while Napoleon’s instruction was to defend the island to the last. The British never seriously contemplated any assault on such a heavily fortified location (so determined, indeed, was the French garrison to resist that when peace came a special delegation had to be sent from the new regime in Paris to persuade them it was time to give up). Admiral Collingwood at the head of the Mediterranean Fleet sought at this stage only to ‘act defensively’ while the really decisive campaigns unfolded across Spain and, to a much greater extent following Napoleon’s invasion of Russia in 1812, along the Vistula.47

Meanwhile the pitfalls in British interaction with local populations in the Mediterranean during these dying phases of the struggle with Napoleon were exhibited most tellingly, perhaps, in Sicily. The purpose of the British garrison kept in that island from February 1806 was to stop the French breaking out of the Italian peninsula. The trouble was, as always, that for Britain the holding of Mediterranean islands could prove a drain as much as an asset. The defence of Sicily, with some 17,000 troops stationed there, shackled British military resources in the Mediterranean throughout the remainder of the war.48 If the British had been able to make effective use of Sicilian and Neapolitan forces for their own purposes, things would have been different, but their estimation of the worth of these forces declined as the war dragged on. In Sicily, social conditions were so brittle, and food in such short supply, that preventing an internal explosion became an end in itself. The resulting frustration showed in the disillusionment of local British commanders in the island.

Just as the Maltese had welcomed the British in 1800 as salvation from the French, so the Sicilians had enthusiastically greeted them as providing a potential escape from Bourbon misrule. Sicilian reformers rallied to the British presence as offering a short cut to constitutional liberty. Such hopefulness was the essence of an Anglomania taking root in various branches of an emerging southern European bourgeoisie.49 This phenomenon, however, was intrinsically unstable and always subject to erosion and reversals. Such a roller-coaster experience unfolded after Lord William Bentinck was appointed in 1811 to the dual post of principal British agent in Sicily and Commander-in-Chief of the British Army in the Mediterranean.50 Impatient to get things done, he introduced a new English-style constitution in 1812. This afforded him popularity in some quarters, but he also imposed new taxes, ignored local institutions as excessively corrupt and veered towards military autocracy whenever an obstacle blocked his own path. His main trouble was with the refugee Bourbon Court in Palermo (once so beloved of Nelson) and above all its Queen, Maria Caroline. For the latter, the British had only one use: that of getting her family back onto its Neapolitan throne occupied by the Bonapartist, Joachim Murat. But this was far from Bentinck’s thoughts. As a fervent Whig, he aspired to promote Italian liberalism, albeit on distinctively English lines, and to consign Bourbon absolutism to the past. The sister of Marie Antoinette, executed Queen of France, Maria Caroline once bitterly remarked that ‘when she saw an Englishman she felt the guillotine on her neck’, and finally pronounced herself to be ‘entirely disanglomanized’.51

In the end, Bentinck used force to get rid of the Queen. Three battalions of infantry and a cavalry squadron presided over her departure from Messina in June 1813, aboard a British warship (a conveyance for many Mediterranean royals and celebrities, on the way up or down, in the following decades) to Venice. Thereafter Bentinck declared an Emergency and assumed full powers of government. The results were very mixed. The imposition of direct British administration alienated inhabitants used to less intrusive ways, while the Government back in London disliked the responsibilities and expenses involved. The British Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh, grumbled about Bentinck’s ‘frequent acts of undisguised power’ and before long recalled him.52 The latter left Sicily denouncing it as ‘the rotten galley to which he seemed chained’, and his dream of that island as ‘the Queen of our Colonies’ proved a phantasm. Yet as was often the case even a brief if intense British involvement left a mark. Progressive liberals in both Sicily and mainland Italian states held up the constitution of 1812 as a beacon of hope in the dark days of post-war reaction well into the age of the Risorgimento.

Castlereagh’s irritation with Bentinck’s Sicilian venture coincided with a natural impulse against fresh Mediterranean commitments as the finale to the long years of warfare approached. Nonetheless these years witnessed a huge extension of British power in the region.53 Theorists of a new British Mediterranean imperium sought to give it doctrinal respectability. The most influential example was An Historical Survey of the Foreign Affairs of Great Britain (1808) by G. F. Leckie, a long-standing British landowner in Sicily closely connected with army commanders in the island. His argument was that Britain should construct ‘an insular empire throughout the Mediterranean’, since, he asserted, an ‘Empire of the Sea will always balance that of Land’. By seizing Mediterranean islands the British could progressively draw trade and political influence in the region to themselves.54 Leckie’s ideas were those, as one critic expressed it, of an ‘extreme dispersionist’,55 and the influence to which he pointed was by its nature partial, fluctuating, evanescent. But his theorizing pointed to a flexibility that was to underpin the operation of British power, and, crucially, make it at least tolerable to other powers who might otherwise have fought it tooth and nail.

The strategic debates concerning the effectiveness of Britain’s Mediterranean warfare during the Napoleonic age touched on issues that were to run deeply in British affairs for well over a century. Prime Minister Pitt had laid down the principle in 1805 that there should be no major military effort in the Mediterranean proper, and that all the vital points were nearer home.56 This principle held throughout the conflict. The problem was that an insular and naval strategy or a territorial empire in the Mediterranean necessitated garrisoning by troops taken away from other fronts. Napoleon himself in his exile expressed contempt for the ‘pygmy combinations’ behind British operations in the Mediterranean,57 reserving his most sweeping remarks for the value of Britain’s so-called fortresses. ‘Things suited us as it was’ the ex-Emperor said when he was asked why he had never attacked the Rock. ‘Gibraltar is of no value to Britain. It defends nothing. It intercepts nothing. It is simply an object of national pride.’58 Sir John Fortescue’s influential History of the British Army, appearing in 1905 at a time of reaction against purely peripheral commitments, took aim at the habit ‘of frittering away’ England’s limited forces against Napoleon, instead of ‘keeping it united at a single [continental] point’.59 Yet against this were strategic protagonists at the time like Leckie, and many latter-day commentators, often reflecting the experience of the Second World War, who have applauded the ‘defensive success’ in the Mediterranean in the years after 1803 which contained Napoleon within mainland Europe, keeping commerce flowing to Britain’s advantage, while installing her authority in islands that might, or might not, ultimately be retained. Such contested views were never to be far from the overall conduct of British policy in the Mediterranean in the decades ahead.

In the conditions of early 1814, however, Castlereagh, as the dominant figure in British diplomacy, was bent on adjusting the balance of British efforts away from the Mediterranean.60 He wanted to reinsert Britain into the foreground of the continental European politics from which Napoleon had banned her for so long. This marginality was epitomized when Tsar Alexander I and the King of Prussia finally entered Paris on 31 March 1814 at the head of the Allied forces but with no senior British military or political figure alongside them. One of Castlereagh’s chief tasks in the peacemaking ahead was to deflect the other European powers’ suspicions of British motives. One source of such suspicion was a perceived British tendency to sacrifice continental stability if it ever conflicted with her own aggrandizement in the Mediterranean – just as, allegedly, the British had once plunged the world into fresh torments for the sake of keeping Malta. During the struggle against Napoleon a trans-Mediterranean world had been integrated and in various ways mobilized, with the British lodged at crucial points in and around it. Once Nelson had destroyed the remnants of the French fleet at Trafalgar, the Royal Navy’s control in these waters had been again assured; and during the Hundred Days following Napoleon’s escape from Elba during March 1815 even Marseilles was occupied by Sir Hudson Lowe and his Corsican Rangers.61 Yet it was still unclear whether the British were merely birds of passage in the Mediterranean or would be a permanent factor in its affairs. There was no certainty that the reassertion of peacetime normality would not relegate them back to the margins they had occupied before 1793.

By the time of Napoleon’s downfall, a British cadre – naval, military and civil, including their families who sometimes accompanied them – had been intensely exposed to Mediterranean life.

Sir Hudson Lowe, already mentioned, and soon to be Napoleon’s jailer on St Helena, had, for example, served as a volunteer in Gibraltar as far back as 1785–6. He took part in the siege of Toulon in 1793, and served in the British administrations of Corsica and Elba. In 1801 he led a corps in the occupation of Alexandria, and had done several stints in Malta and Sicily. His Mediterranean service ended with responsibility for various Ionian islands. His failure after April 1816 to strike up a good relationship with the ex-Emperor on St Helena was sometimes ascribed to his long association with the Corsican Rangers, which Napoleon – as a Corsican himself – always regarded bitterly as ‘a collection of renegades and deserters’.62 Lowe’s experience of the Mediterranean as an English officer was clearly outstanding, but it was not unique. This particular cohort of leadership, with its lasting imprint of a war spread across the Mediterranean, did not fade away in British life until the 1840s and 1850s.

As for Mediterranean populations themselves, it was true that the British were often welcomed during the revolutionary and Napoleonic struggles because they were seen as providing protection in a predatory age. The ecstatic crowds who greeted the British when they arrived to annex Corsica in 1793 set a pattern later repeated in other locales. ‘Viva Nelson!’ a heaving mass of Neapolitans – aware that English victory at Aboukir Bay made them safe from French invasion for a while at least – shouted in September 1798 as the triumphant Admiral was paraded with Lady Hamilton around the city in a carriage.63 But not all Neapolitans felt the same about the English hero with his Bourbon friends after June 1799 when, with the city split by civil conflict, he cancelled a safe conduct given to local Jacobins. Some were imprisoned and tried on Nelson’s flagship, HMS Foudroyant, before being hauled off for execution. One British officer present confirmed that Emma Hamilton’s hand, guided by Queen Maria Caroline, added names to the condemned list.64 First and most eminent of these was Admiral Prince Francesco Caracciolo, head of the small Neapolitan navy, who was liked even in local British circles. Like many of the aristocratic intelligentsia in Naples, the Admiral had given up on the corrupt Court and supported the French. Brought on board in chains, his plea to be shot rather than hanged was denied.65 Accusations that Lady Hamilton was rowed around the Foudroyant to gloat over Caracciolo’s body hanging from the yardarm are unlikely to be true, but their circulation shows how quickly anything British could become absorbed into the pattern of Neapolitan life.66 The affair, in the estimation of one British diplomat, left ‘a stain of blood upon our character’ that took years to fade.67 Nelson’s tangled involvement in Neapolitan affairs carried an unusual intensity both for personal reasons, and because of political complexities that went beyond his own experience and expertise. But through its very extremity it illustrated certain underlying dilemmas in Britain’s deepened engagement with Mediterranean affairs. Strict aloofness, married to a concentration on narrow British interests, carried costs and penalties. But then so did the temptation to enter into the intense rivalries of Mediterranean societies, with all their distorting effects. This thin line between intervention and non-intervention would permanently bedevil Anglo-Mediterranean relationships.
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The Formation of a ‘British Lake’, 1815–1841

The making of the ensuing peace settlement was protracted. It began with the Allied negotiations at Châtillon during March 1814 and then the convening of the Congress of Vienna the following November, with its narcotic combination of glittering society and salon power-mongering, only to be interrupted by the interlude of Napoleon’s return to France and ensuing defeat at Waterloo. The climax came with the signature of the Treaty of Paris in November 1815. Throughout the dominant British figure was the Foreign Secretary, Lord Castlereagh, whose achievement has been lauded as ‘half a century of cheap security’.1 The Great Powers – a category now for the first time endowed with a distinct identity – were torn between a collective desire to restore the pre-Napoleonic order, and a crude temptation to grab individual spoils. This was particularly true of Great Britain in the Mediterranean.

The security craved by the British Government led by Lord Liverpool was essentially maritime. A key concern was the neutralization of those continental dockyards and arsenals that had stretched British resistance so thinly after 1793, and the threat from which had still not entirely disappeared by the end of the conflict.2 The fate of Antwerp was important, and it was only once this point was clarified satisfactorily by the Allied decision to erect a kingdom of the Netherlands3 – that is, a state sufficiently viable not to fall back into dependency on France – under de facto British sponsorship that Castlereagh turned his attention elsewhere. A situation like that of 1797, when danger in the Channel panicked Britain into clearing her warships from the Mediterranean, had been guarded against for the foreseeable future.

The future of Venice was resolved by handing the port, along with the ships and material Napoleon had crammed into it, as well as the surrounding territory to Austria.4 This suited Britain because the Habsburg Empire was not a seagoing power and from its geography seemingly unlikely ever to become one. The fate of Genoa, critical to Napoleon’s Italian campaigns, loomed large too.5 Here Britain was also in a position to exert leverage, having occupied the town at the end of the war. It was added to the Kingdom of Sardinia, bolstering a southern barrier to any new French expansion. The huge stocks of timber there were taken to docks in Britain. The logistics within the Mediterranean of any putative challenge to British predominance were therefore also dismantled.

Geopolitically, the fate of the rest of the Italian peninsula crucially affected British interests in the region. While in Sicily, Bentinck had dreamed of creating a unified and ‘national’ Italy under British patronage. Castlereagh firmly ruled out something that would require continued upheaval. ‘It is not insurrection we now want in Italy or elsewhere,’ he had said; ‘we want disciplined force under sovereigns we can trust.’6 The disciplined force was to come from Austria, reinforced by Habsburg Grand Duchies in Tuscany and Modena, and capped by the eviction of Joachim Murat from Naples in early May 1815 (he was then executed as a Bonapartist who could plausibly try a comeback). The Bourbon Ferdinand IV was duly restored to the throne of the Two Sicilies, giving Bentinck’s old rival, Queen Maria Caroline, a triumph from the grave. Ironically, given how large a part Naples had played in the Mediterranean campaigns of Nelson between the battles of Aboukir Bay and Trafalgar, the British contribution to this outcome was limited to a naval demonstration in the bay and a few marines put ashore. In Castlereagh’s eyes, like those of all true conservatives, Austria was destined to be ‘the guardian of the Mediterranean against France’.7 Here was the basis of a continuing Anglo-Austrian tie which, though subject to ups and down, was still not entirely dead even as late as 1914.

As for Britain’s island conquests in the Mediterranean during the war, Castlereagh stuck faithfully to his Pittite belief in regarding such conquests as essentially secondary. They were to be ‘held in reserve as a control over the conclusions of peace’,8 and bargained away if the necessity arose, as Malta had in theory been yielded at Amiens in 1802. But times had changed since then, and some of Castlereagh’s colleagues no longer shared such restraint or old-fashioned views. This was true, for example, of the Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, Lord Bathurst, who developed a taste for expanding frontiers. He pointed out to Cabinet colleagues that the later stages of the war ‘have occasioned a material change in the actual value of Malta’, and underlined the premium attached to having a permanent station in the Mediterranean. He went on: ‘As a Military Post, as a secure Place of Depot for British merchants, there appears no spot in the south of Europe so well calculated to fix the influence and extend the interests of Great Britain as the Island of Malta.’9

Situated so as to command the central Mediterranean narrows between Sicily and Cape Bon on the northern tip of Tunisia, the value of the island was clear enough,10 though even in 1815 the full implications of its centrality in the Mediterranean were still only vaguely apprehended. British rulers in Malta since its occupation in 1800 had continued to be called ‘Civil Commissioners’, but in 1813 it had been decided to appoint a fully fledged Governor. The post had gone to a hard-bitten Scottish soldier and ex-Governor of Ceylon, Sir Thomas Maitland. Arriving in Valletta on 30 October that year, he had issued a proclamation annexing the island to the British Crown. The armorial bearings and assorted emblems of the old order of the Knights of St John had been definitively removed from all public buildings and replaced by the British Royal Arms.11 By the time that British possession was recognized at the Treaty of Paris British rule was already firmly in place.12

One of the tasks imposed by his colleagues on Castlereagh in Vienna was to get this formal British takeover recognized by the other powers. The rather bereft representatives of the Knights lodged a formal protest, but, as one writer states, ‘they could have spared themselves the bother’.13 But there was still a price to be paid in the irritation caused to other European states. Prime Minister Liverpool captured something of this when remarking that Britain’s allies had no choice but to accept her pocketing of Malta, but that doing the same with Sicily ‘could not fail greatly to revolt them’.14 The temptation to keep the latter, where after all many more British troops had been stationed in the recent war than in Malta, and which possessed the considerable fortress of Messina, was ultimately resisted. European distaste boiled down to resentment that Great Britain, while having its own strongly expressed views on continental questions, was disinclined to listen to anybody else when maritime and colonial topics were discussed. Britain had the unique advantage in 1815 of being a military and naval power, as well as being the paymaster of the winning coalition. But paymasters are rarely popular. Over coming decades the not unreasonable feeling that Britain invariably exploited the main chance in the Mediterranean at other people’s expense became widespread. This sentiment – typified in the phrase ‘perfidious Albion’ – was tangible in the post-Napoleonic settlement, and became more overt in the following years.

British relations with Russia in particular became fragile. ‘You must make up your mind to watch him [Tsar Alexander],’ Castlereagh warned Liverpool from Vienna, ‘and to resist him as another Bonaparte.’15 One Bonaparte-like trait in Russian policy was a desire to make things difficult for the British in the Mediterranean. Nelson’s fierce dislike of the Russian Fleet when it ventured anywhere near warm water had been second only to his hatred of the French,16 and this feeling still existed in the British Fleet in 1815. Although the Russians had forsaken the Mediterranean after Tilsit, Tsar Alexander’s sniping at British ‘maritime rights’ at the Congress of Vienna suggested a desire not to forgo all influence there. This Anglo-Russian tension found one vent in the unresolved question of what was to be done with the Ionian Islands, where British occupation still only had shallow roots.

Initially these Islands had been earmarked as compensation for King Ferdinand, should he not be restored in Naples and Palermo. As it turned out, he was, but there was no chance the Ionians would be added to the Bourbon estates. Castlereagh was determined to keep ‘control’ over this element in the reconstruction of outer Europe, his own preference again being to hand the archipelago to Austria, so bottling up the Adriatic in a way compatible with British interests. But it became clear that the Tsar would not tolerate any further Habsburg advance towards the Balkans. His chief adviser on Mediterranean questions, Ioannis Kapodistrias, was a Corfiote noble himself. Of the latter it was once said that he ‘hated England like an Ionian’, though, it might be added, like an Ionian who had taken Russian employment. But since in 1815 the British were already installed in most of the Islands, Kapodistrias saw some advantage in letting them stay there. They would be easier to winkle out at some future point than the obstinate Austrians, with their big armies. But to this there was a crucial Russian caveat: the Islands should not be a colony, but only under British protection. This meant that the liberties secured amid the revolutionary euphoria after the Venetian departure from the Islands in 1800 should continue in some form, providing scope for stirring up trouble for the British when it might be convenient to do so.

Lord Liverpool’s Cabinet in London, having confirmed their grip on Malta, were in any case bent on making good their Ionian claim. Possession of the archipelago offered a cheap and easy means of watching and if necessary guiding developments in European Turkey. Ministers were at first reluctant to accept the proposed Russian limitation on how British authority might operate. Castlereagh persuaded them to do so on the grounds that ‘the substance of power remained’,17 while any guarantees of the old Ionian constitution, including a Senate dominated by the nobility, were scrupulously avoided. On 5 November 1815 the Islands passed by treaty under British control. The first article declared that they constituted ‘a single, free and independent state’, but the rest of the document made no mention of constitutional rights. However, the fact that the British Protectorate in the Ionian Islands was negotiated in this way, and derived its legitimacy through a European agreement, was to be important in making British Protection in
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