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INTRODUCTION

To command a sailing frigate – whether in Britain’s Royal Navy or France’s Marine nationale – was a glorious thing. Frigate commands were prized. Fast and well armed, they were said to be able to beat anything they could catch, and out-sail anything they could not beat. While they served with the navies’ battle fleets, they were rarely chained to the line of battle. Rather, they were the eyes of the fleet, scouting ahead in search of the enemy fleet.

They also served as commerce raiders, seeking out enemy merchantmen, waiting to sweep in like a wolf seizing a sheep. Alternatively, they escorted convoys, dutiful sheepdogs protecting their merchant flock from privateers or naval warships, the other wolves of the sea. Or they could be dispatched on diplomatic or exploration missions to the far corners of the world – expeditions important enough to require a fast, powerful ship, but not worth weakening the line-of-battle by detaching a ship-of-the-line from the fleet.

To command a frigate was to have independence, a rare privilege for all but the most senior naval officers. Even when frigates were assigned to three- to six-ship cruiser squadrons, frigate captains were expected to act independently, to seize opportunities when they appeared, and not to wait for direction from the senior captain. Moreover, there were never enough frigates. (Horatio Nelson was reputed to have written, ‘Was I to die this moment, “Want of Frigates” would be found stamped on my heart.’) Frigates frequently had to be sent individually on independent missions, or as the lead ship in a collection of lesser sloops-of-war.

As a result, frigate captains, generally on the lower half of the captains’ list, often had more autonomy and responsibility than the more senior captains at the top of the list. Those senior captains, commanding larger, more powerful ships-of-the-line, were usually tied to a fleet, in the line of battle and under the thumb of the admiral commanding. Ships-of-the-line rarely saw battle outside of a fleet action, and fleet actions were rare. During the period covered by this book, 1793 to 1814, France and Britain fought only around a dozen fleet actions, and none after 1806. Frigates were frequently in combat. Some actions were as simple as firing a shot over the bow of a merchant vessel to compel surrender. But frigates fought hundreds of actions against privateers, participated in scores of skirmishes or battles between frigate squadrons, and fought dozens of single-ship actions.
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HMS Belle Poule chasing a privateer. Taken from France in 1780, Belle Poule served as a frigate in the Royal Navy throughout much of the period covered by this book before being converted to a troop ship in 1814. (AC)

Not all of the single-ship actions fought between 1793, when France and Britain declared war in the wake of the French Revolution, and 1814, when Napoleon abdicated and accepted exile at Elba, were fought between frigates. Most the single-ship actions were unequal fights: a frigate catching a smaller sloop-of-war or corvette or a frigate getting trapped by a ship-of-the-line. (Despite the myth that a frigate could run from anything it could not fight, given the right wind conditions – generally gale-force winds – a ship-of-the-line could outrun a frigate. Or a frigate could get unlucky, trapped between shore and a ship-of-the-line.) Only 45 times in 21 years did British and French frigates square off against each other in the single-ship combat beloved by authors – and readers – of nautical fiction.

There were reasons for this relative scarcity. A single-ship action required the presence of only two ships, but naval ships usually travelled in company with other naval ships. Fighting a single-ship action when sailing in a squadron or escorting a convoy required special circumstances, such as finding and pursuing a fleeing enemy until all other ships were out of sight. Even when a warship sailing independently encountered an enemy also sailing independently, naval combat was noisy. Despite the vast size of the seas, the places where ships are likely to be found are much narrower: headlands, straits, narrows and approaches to major seaports. The sound of gunfire frequently attracted other warships in the vicinity. Unless the battle was decided before other ships joined in, it was not a single-ship action.
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Most readers today would associate a frigate duel with a scene like this one: valiant officers leading determined sailors over the bulwarks of their ship onto the deck of the enemy. (AC)

Every British and French frigate captain dreamed of fighting – and winning – a frigate duel. There were monetary rewards for success. All navies paid prize money for captured ships, and the largest fraction went to the captains present when a prize was taken. In the Royal Navy, during the Great Age of Sail (1700–1825), the captains present split one-quarter of the prize money awarded. Money was not the main reward, however. A captured warship was usually worth less than a captured merchantman. A frigate captain sent commerce-raiding in waters filled with merchant ships carrying valuable cargos could quickly become a wealthy man.

Rather, the real reward of victory was glory. Winning a frigate duel – taking your ship into combat against an equally matched foe and emerging victorious – was the ultimate demonstration of a captain’s professional superiority. It sealed a captain’s reputation as a fighting man. Professional advancement also followed success. A victorious captain could receive promotion or have his officers promoted by an appreciative admiralty. A successful British frigate captain was often knighted, while a successful French captain might have his name placed on a revolutionary roll of honour or, during Napoleon’s Empire, inscribed in the Arc de Triomphe or even ennobled.
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Most naval actions were uneven fights. When MNF Venus attacked HMS Ceylon, the French ship was aided by the corvette Victor. After capturing Ceylon, the French lost their prize when a second Royal Navy frigate, HMS Boadicea, came upon the three badly damaged ships after the battle. (AC)

Victory also brought a captain fame and renown. Even defeated captains were accorded some measure of fame, especially when they fought long and hard against long odds. The public followed the results of naval combat in the same way that today’s public follows the results of football matches. Successful frigate captains gained the same adulation as successful team captains do today.

The French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars represented an apogee for the sailing frigate and the frigate duel. It was the period at which the sailing frigate was at maturity, before being superseded by newer technology. It was also the last worldwide naval war fought without rapid communications, where decisions made by captains – even junior captains commanding frigates – could decide the fates of world powers. That autonomy was never greater than during a frigate duel – one reason that public fascination with them remains to this day.



CHRONOLOGY



	1789
	 



	5 May
	French Revolution starts when the Estates-General meets for the first time since 1605.



	1793
	 



	1 February
	France declares war on Great Britain.



	13 May
	HMS Iris fights MNF Citoyenne-Française in the first frigate duel of the Franco-British wars fought between 1793 and 1815.



	17 June
	HMS Nymphe captures MNF Cléopâtre.



	18 September
	Britain and allies occupy Toulon.



	1 December
	Revolutionary France recaptures Toulon.



	1794
	



	1 June
	Battle of the Glorious First of June.
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A French naval sabre or cutlass of the late Napoleonic Empire. (Rama)

[image: image]

Spithead, as seen from Ryde on the Isle of Wight. Spithead was the main anchorage for the Royal Navy’s Channel Fleet and the frigates assigned to it. (LOC)



	1795
	 



	20 April
	HMS Indefatigable captures MNF Virginie.



	1796
	 



	21 December
	French expedition sails from Brest in unsuccessful invasion of Ireland.



	1798
	 



	1–2 August
	Battle of the Nile.



	14 December
	MNF Baïonnaise captures HMS Ambuscade.



	1799
	 



	28 February
	HMS Sybille captures MNF Forte.



	1801
	 



	6 July
	First battle of Algeciras Bay.



	12 July
	Second battle of Algeciras Bay.



	1802
	 



	25 March
	Peace of Amiens signed, ending the French Revolutionary Wars.



	1803



	16 May
	War between Britain and France resumes, starting the Napoleonic Wars.



	1804
	 



	18 May
	Napoleon declares himself Emperor of the French.



	1805
	 



	21 October
	Battle of Trafalgar.



	1806
	 



	6 February
	Battle of San Domingo.



	1814
	 



	27 March
	HMS Hebrus captures MNF Étoile in the final frigate duel of the Napoleonic Wars.



	6 April
	Napoleon abdicates, ending the war with Britain that started in 1803.
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One month before the final frigate duel between HMS Hebrus and MNF Étoile, HMS Eutoras and MNF Clorinde fought a battle that lasted all night and left both frigates completely dismasted. When Clorinde attempted to escape under jury-rig, it was captured by two patrolling Royal Navy frigates. (AC)




DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT

The term ‘frigate’ pre-dates the ship we now think of as the classic sailing frigate – a three-masted warship with its main battery on the upper gun deck and additional guns on the forecastle and quarterdeck. During the 17th century, ‘frigate’ described any warship built for speed and manoeuvrability. That usage survived through the 19th century in the class of merchantman known as the Blackwall Frigate.

The classic sailing frigate was a product of the 18th century, the result of efforts to improve cruising warships – ships intended for scouting, commerce protection and commerce raiding. Small cruisers were single-decked warships called sloops-of-war or corvettes. Depending on their size – which ran up to 22 guns – these ships were rigged with two or three masts. Although fast, large enough to capture a merchantman, and satisfactory as dispatch vessels in disputed waters, they were too weak to be satisfactory convoy escorts. Their small size limited their usefulness as scouts, as it restricted storage space and increased vulnerability to weather. A larger cruiser was required, one that could carry 24 to 44 guns.

As the 18th century began, two-deckers served as large cruisers. These had two full gun decks as well as upper works on which additional light guns could be carried. Small two-deckers carried between 28 and 44 guns. They could be thought of as miniature versions of ships-of-the-line. In the first part of that century 44-gun two-deckers often did stand in the line-of-battle, despite being thought of as too weak to be used for that purpose except at extreme need.

The problem with the cruiser two-decker was poor sailing characteristics, a product of geometry. The height of a man kept these ships too tall for their length, a problem that worsened at the smaller end of the scale. The height of the gun deck had to remain constant to accommodate a sailor. The closer the lower gun deck was to the waterline, the more vulnerable they were to swamping. If the lower gun ports were closer than 4ft above the waterline, they could rarely be opened on the downwind side of the ship when seas were high. Those guns could only be used when the seas were calm – and when the wind was therefore too light for the high-sided small two-deckers to move quickly.
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A British 18-pdr frigate under sail. A frigate looked like a fast ship, and was always among the most beautiful naval warship types. (AC)

Eventually someone found a solution: eliminate the lower bank of guns. Eliminating the gun ports allowed the lower gun deck to be placed lower in the ship – as little as 1–2ft above the waterline. This allowed the upper gun deck to be moved down, too, and strengthened without the extra weight reducing the ship’s stability. The battery that had been carried on the lower deck was moved to the upper deck, high enough so that the guns could be worked in virtually any seas.

The second deck of guns, the guns originally carried on the upper deck, was eliminated. These
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THE FRENCH FRIGATE
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THE BRITISH FRIGATE
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