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​The Admiral's Sacrifice: John Byng and the Making of an Example 

On a gale-swept March morning in 1757, six Royal Marines shot dead a British admiral whose own court-martial had just acquitted him of cowardice. John Byng's crime was negligence, a failure to keep his fleet together off Minorca against a French force his own government had sent him to fight with rotten ships and hundreds of missing men. This is the story of how an admiral's son, raised on a single effortless naval triumph, spent four decades never once tested in battle before the one afternoon that would define and destroy him, and how a ministry desperate to survive a summer of bread riots and national humiliation manufactured his guilt through an edited dispatch, a manipulated press, and a law drafted seven years earlier for an entirely different injustice. The court that condemned him petitioned for his life. A Lord Commissioner refused to sign his death warrant. William Pitt appealed directly to the King. The French commander who defeated him sent a letter in his defence that British ministers intercepted and buried. Drawing on court-martial records, parliamentary debates, and the dispatches themselves, this is a gripping reconstruction of institutional cowardice dressed as justice, and the sacrifice of one man to save a government. 
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​Chapter 1: The Blood of Admirals

[image: ]


There is a particular kind of institution that likes to imagine itself a meritocracy while running, in practice, as something closer to a hereditary priesthood. The Royal Navy of the early eighteenth century was such an institution, and it did not think of itself as unusual in this respect, because almost every institution of consequence in Hanoverian Britain worked the same way. The Church distributed its livings through patrons. The law distributed its silk gowns through connection. Parliament distributed its seats through boroughs that a handful of great families owned outright, as if they were fields or fishing rights. The Navy distributed command in precisely this fashion, and it did so without apparent embarrassment, because command was, after all, simply another form of property, something a father acquired through service to the crown and then passed down to his sons the way he might pass down an estate, a title, or a pew at the front of the parish church.

This is the world into which John Byng was born on the twenty-ninth of October, 1704, at Southill in Bedfordshire, the fourth son of a man who had already begun to understand exactly how that world worked and exactly how to work it. To tell his story honestly, and this is a story that resists honesty at almost every turn, because it has been retold for two and a half centuries as a parable, a scandal, a national embarrassment, and a rallying cry for naval reform, and each of those retellings has sanded away some inconvenient piece of the truth to make the parable cleaner, one must begin not with John Byng at all, but with his father, and with the naval world Sir George Byng built for his sons to inherit. Because the tragedy of John Byng, if tragedy is even the right word for what happened to him on the deck of HMS Monarch on a gale-swept March morning in 1757, cannot be understood except as the second half of a story whose first half belongs entirely to his father. Sir George Byng gave his son a name that opened every door in the Royal Navy. He could not have known, and would not live to see, that the same name would one day close every door but one.

​A Service of Families

To modern eyes, accustomed to imagining military command as a matter of examinations, promotion boards, and merit assessed against fixed and impersonal standards, the eighteenth-century Royal Navy can look almost willfully corrupt. It was not corrupt, exactly, or rather, it was corrupt in the way that a river is wet, which is to say that the condition was so total and so unremarked upon that contemporaries rarely thought to name it as a flaw at all. The system had a name of its own, and the name was interest. A young man of good family entered the service not through open competition but through the interest of a father, an uncle, a patron, someone already established who could place him aboard a ship, vouch for his conduct, and in due course sign the certificates that would carry him up through the ranks of midshipman, lieutenant, and post-captain. Ability mattered, certainly, a captain who could not handle a ship in a gale or fight her in a close engagement would eventually be found out, often at the cost of his own life and the lives of his crew, but ability was assumed to travel through blood in something like the way that estates and titles did. A Byng, a Norris, a Boscawen, a Hawke: these were naval families in the way that other families were landed families, and the son of an admiral entering the service was thought no more remarkable than the son of a squire entering the management of his father's acres. He would learn the trade at his father's knee, or at the knee of whichever relation his father had arranged to stand in for him, and in time he would take up the family's accustomed place in the world.

It is worth pausing on this point because everything that follows in John Byng's career, and everything that follows in his death, depends on understanding how thoroughly this culture of inherited command shaped what the Navy expected of its officers and what its officers expected of themselves. A service built on merit alone produces commanders who have been tested at every step, because there is no other way for them to have arrived where they are. A service built on interest produces something more uneven: officers who may indeed prove exceptional once tested, but who may equally have advanced through decades of comfortable, unchallenging postings precisely because their family name allowed them to avoid the hazardous commissions that tested lesser-connected men. Both kinds of officer wore the same uniform and answered to the same Articles of War. Only one kind, when the moment of true crisis finally arrived, could be certain of having faced anything like it before.

​The Making of a Viscount

Sir George Byng did not begin his life as a man who could open doors for anyone. He was born in 1663 into a family of modest Kentish gentry, comfortable but unremarkable, the kind of family that produced country clergymen and minor officeholders rather than admirals and viscounts. What changed his fortunes, and through him the fortunes of an entire generation of Byngs, was a decision made in 1688 that would have seemed, at the time, considerably riskier than it appears in retrospect. When William of Orange landed at Torbay to challenge the Catholic King James II for the English throne, George Byng was a young naval officer serving in a fleet whose loyalty to James was, at best, uncertain and, at worst, actively compromised. He chose William. It was not an obvious choice, the outcome of the Glorious Revolution was far from assured in November of 1688, and officers who guessed wrong about which way the wind of English politics was about to blow could expect to spend the rest of their careers, if they had careers at all, paying for the error. Byng guessed right, and he did more than merely guess right: he acted with enough conviction and enough evident usefulness to the new regime that William's ministers marked him as a man worth cultivating.

The four decades that followed were a study in the accumulation of exactly the kind of political capital that the eighteenth-century Navy ran on. Byng served with distinction in the wars against Louis XIV, built relationships with the Whig grandees who would dominate British politics for the better part of a century, and steadily climbed the flag ranks through a combination of genuine competence and an evidently unerring instinct for backing the winning faction. By the time of Queen Anne's death in 1714 and the peaceful, if anxious, accession of the Elector of Hanover as George I, Byng was positioned as one of the small number of naval officers whom the new dynasty regarded as thoroughly reliable, a useful thing to be, in an era when the Hanoverian succession still faced active Jacobite plotting and when a naval officer's political loyalty could matter as much as his seamanship.

The crowning moment of Sir George Byng's career, and the moment that would loom largest and most awkwardly over his son's later ordeal, came in August of 1718 at Cape Passaro, off the eastern coast of Sicily. There, commanding a British fleet dispatched to enforce the Quadruple Alliance's settlement of Mediterranean affairs against Spanish ambitions in Sicily and Sardinia, Byng annihilated a Spanish fleet under Antonio de Castañeta in an action so lopsided that it barely qualified as a battle in the conventional sense, it was closer to a sustained chase and destruction, ship after Spanish ship run down and taken or burned while the British squadron suffered remarkably little damage in return. The victory was total, strategically decisive, and, crucially, easy to explain to a public that liked its naval triumphs uncomplicated. Cape Passaro made George Byng's reputation permanent. It also, in the way of such things, made his family's fortune permanent. In 1721 he was created Viscount Torrington, and from 1727 until his death in 1733 he served as First Lord of the Admiralty, the political head of the entire naval establishment, the man who sat at the apex of the very system of interest and patronage that had raised him there.

It is difficult to overstate how completely this transformed the Byng family's position. A man born to modest Kentish gentry had, within the span of a single working lifetime, made himself a viscount and placed himself in control of the institution that would determine the career of every naval officer in Britain, including, not incidentally, his own sons. And Sir George Byng had a great many sons to place. Between his marriage to Margaret Masters and the ordinary hazards of eighteenth-century childbearing, the couple produced fifteen children, a number that even by the generous standards of the age was considered remarkable, and that ensured the Byng name would be scattered thickly through the naval and political establishment of the coming generation. John Byng, born in 1704, was the fourth son, old enough to remember his father's rise to real prominence, young enough to have his entire naval career shaped by the fact of that prominence rather than by any memory of the leaner years that preceded it.

​A World Made of Interest

To understand what it meant to be born a Byng in 1704, one has to understand the particular texture of the political world into which the child arrived, a world still absorbing the aftershocks of 1688, still working out the practical arrangements of a constitutional settlement that had deposed one king and imported another family entirely to replace him, and still deeply preoccupied with the question of loyalty. Queen Anne, the last of the Stuart monarchs, occupied a throne whose legitimacy rested on a revolutionary settlement rather than an uncomplicated hereditary claim, and her ministers spent the early years of the new century negotiating a delicate balance between Tory and Whig factions whose disagreements ran deeper than mere policy and touched on fundamental questions of dynasty, religion, and the proper limits of royal power. When Anne died in 1714 without a surviving heir, the succession passed, by parliamentary arrangement rather than by any straightforward bloodline, to the Elector of Hanover, George I, a monarch who spoke poor English, maintained close ties to his continental electorate, and depended more heavily than most kings on the loyalty of ministers and officers who could be trusted not to entertain Jacobite alternatives.

This was not an abstract or merely constitutional anxiety. Jacobite risings in 1715 and, later, in 1745 would demonstrate that the Hanoverian settlement remained genuinely contested, not merely in theory but in armed insurrection, well into the middle of the eighteenth century. A regime that felt its own legitimacy as a live and pressing question had every incentive to reward, cultivate, and promote officers whose loyalty it could take for granted, and George Byng, a man who had bet correctly on William in 1688 and continued to back the Hanoverian succession thereafter, was exactly such an officer. His usefulness to the crown was not merely naval but political, and the rewards he received reflected both dimensions of his service in roughly equal measure. A viscountcy and the First Lordship of the Admiralty were not simply prizes for winning a battle at Cape Passaro. They were payments, in the currency the eighteenth-century state understood best, for four decades of dependable loyalty to a dynasty that could never quite take its own security for granted.

It was into this atmosphere, one part naval ambition, one part high political calculation, one part genuine dynastic anxiety, that John Byng was born and raised. He would have understood, from an age too young to articulate it clearly, that his family's fortunes were bound up with the Hanoverian succession, that his father's naval triumphs were inseparable from his father's political reliability, and that the world rewarded a certain kind of unwavering, undemonstrative loyalty to established authority above almost every other virtue. These were not bad lessons for a boy to learn, exactly. They were simply lessons that prepared him admirably for a service built on interest and patronage, and considerably less well for the one moment in his career when independent judgment, exercised against the weight of institutional caution, might have served him, and Britain, far better than obedience.

​The Fourth Son

There is a particular poignancy, visible only in retrospect, in the fact that John Byng was not his father's eldest son, nor his heir in any strict dynastic sense, but rather one among a great crowd of Byng children for whom a naval career represented the obvious and almost automatic path into adult life. Younger sons of the gentry and aristocracy throughout this period faced a fairly narrow set of respectable options: the church, the law, the army, or the navy, with the precise choice usually determined by some combination of family tradition, available patronage, and the individual boy's apparent temperament. For a son of Admiral Sir George Byng, first Viscount Torrington, the navy was scarcely a choice at all. It was simply the family trade, practiced by a father who by the time John was old enough to consider his future had risen to command the entire service, and who could place a son aboard almost any ship in the fleet with a word.

The practical consequence of this was that John Byng's entry into the Royal Navy, which came in March of 1718 when he was thirteen years old, carried none of the uncertainty that attended the careers of boys without such connections. He did not need to prove himself worthy of a berth through some display of aptitude or family sacrifice. He simply needed to exist, be male, and be reasonably capable of the ordinary duties expected of a captain's servant, the lowest rung on the naval ladder, a position that functioned less as genuine employment than as a formal fiction allowing a boy to begin accumulating the sea time that would, in a few years, qualify him to sit his lieutenant's examination. He was placed aboard HMS Superb, under the command of his own maternal uncle, Captain Streynsham Master, a piece of family arrangement so tidy that it barely required explanation even by the standards of an age accustomed to such things. An uncle commanding the ship, a father commanding the fleet: the thirteen-year-old John Byng entered naval service surrounded, quite literally, by his own blood relations in positions of total authority over his fate.

And in one of those coincidences that historical narrative loves and reality occasionally, obligingly, provides, the boy's very first months at sea placed him at Cape Passaro itself, present as a witness, a captain's servant, technically too junior to have any meaningful role in the action, but present nonetheless, at his own father's total destruction of the Spanish fleet. It is worth dwelling on what this must have meant to a thirteen-year-old, because the experience of one's first exposure to naval combat shapes, in ways that are not always conscious or articulable, a young officer's entire subsequent understanding of what war at sea actually involves. For most boys entering the service in this period, that first exposure came gradually, through years of routine cruising punctuated by occasional skirmishes, storms, and the ordinary hazards of shipboard life, with genuine fleet action, if it came at all, arriving only after a long apprenticeship in smaller dangers. John Byng's first exposure to fleet combat was total victory, delivered by his own father, against an enemy so outmatched that the engagement more closely resembled an execution than a contest. He learned, in his very first year at sea, that British naval power, properly commanded, simply won, cleanly, decisively, and without much in the way of genuine peril to the winning side.

This is not, on its own, a dangerous lesson. Confidence in the superiority of one's own service is no vice in a young officer. But it is worth setting down clearly here, at the outset of this book, because it will return, transformed, complicated, and ultimately catastrophic, nearly four decades later, when John Byng found himself in command of a fleet that was not overwhelmingly superior to its opponent, facing a French force that was, in fact, qualitatively better equipped than his own, in a battle that bore no resemblance whatsoever to the clean triumph of Cape Passaro. A man's first understanding of what naval combat looks like tends to become, whether he intends it or not, his template for what naval combat ought to look like. John Byng's template was forged in a single afternoon of one-sided slaughter commanded by his own father, and he would spend much of the rest of his career, comfortably, without much testing, buoyed always by the family name, never having occasion to revise it.

​The Blessing and the Trap

It would be too simple, and too convenient for the purposes of drama, to say that the Byng name was purely a curse disguised as a blessing, some ironic inheritance that looked like good fortune and was secretly poison all along. The truth is less tidy and more interesting. The Byng name was, for the great majority of John Byng's career, exactly the asset it appeared to be. It opened doors that would otherwise have remained firmly shut. It secured him promotions ahead of schedule, comfortable and prestigious postings, entry into Parliament, and a rank appropriate to a man the naval establishment regarded, correctly, as one of its own, reliable, connected, unlikely ever to embarrass the service or the crown that had elevated his father. For decades, being a Byng meant exactly what it was supposed to mean: a life of steady, unspectacular, well-rewarded naval and political advancement, the natural inheritance of a son born into one of the small handful of families that effectively ran the Royal Navy as a family business.

But there is a particular danger that attaches itself to any system built on inherited trust rather than demonstrated competence, and it is this: such a system cannot distinguish, in advance, between the officer whose family name reflects a genuine and transmissible aptitude for command, and the officer whose family name has simply shielded him, for decades, from the kind of testing that would reveal whether such an aptitude exists at all. Sir George Byng earned his viscountcy through forty years of demonstrated judgment under genuine pressure, the pressure of choosing the right side in a revolution whose outcome was uncertain, the pressure of commanding fleets in actual combat against real and sometimes formidable enemies, the pressure of managing the Admiralty itself through years of European war. John Byng inherited the rank, the connections, and the presumption of competence that his father's record had established, without ever being obliged to demonstrate, through comparable trial, that he possessed the same qualities himself. This is not a moral failing on John Byng's part. No young officer refuses the advantages his birth confers, and it would be perverse to expect one to have done so. It is, rather, a structural feature of the system itself, a system that would, in 1756, place a sixty-year-old admiral who had spent the great majority of his sea service on comfortable, low-stakes Mediterranean stations at the head of an under-resourced fleet, sent too late, to face a well-prepared enemy in a crisis that would test every quality his career had never previously required of him.

That crisis lies more than three decades ahead of the narrative at this point, and it would be a disservice to the fullness of John Byng's life, and to the genuine competence he would demonstrate in a range of administrative and command roles across those decades, to leap ahead to it now. He was, whatever else may be said of him, not merely a passive beneficiary of his father's name. He would go on to serve as a conscientious colonial governor in Newfoundland, to play a real and useful role in the naval containment of the 1745 Jacobite rising, to sit in Parliament as a loyal and unremarkable member for a naval borough, and to command, with genuine tactical skill, a highly successful campaign against French shipping in the English Channel in the months immediately preceding the disaster that would end his life. These were not the achievements of an empty vessel floating along on his father's reputation. They were the achievements of a capable, dutiful, thoroughly conventional naval officer, precisely the kind of officer the eighteenth-century Royal Navy was designed to produce and reward, and precisely the kind of officer whose limitations would only become visible when the system that had shaped him finally placed him in a position it had never adequately prepared him to occupy.

This book is the story of how that placement came to happen, and of what followed from it, a chain of institutional failure, political expediency, and legal rigidity that would end with a firing squad of six Royal Marines on the deck of a captured French warship in Portsmouth Harbour, and with a phrase, coined by a French philosopher who had once dined with the condemned man, that would outlive every other detail of the case in the popular memory of the English-speaking world. But it begins here, in 1704, in the nursery of a family already ascending toward a viscountcy, with a fourth son whose name would one day be inseparable from a single, catastrophic afternoon off the coast of a Mediterranean island he had spent a comfortable dozen years learning to know intimately, and whose eventual fate would demonstrate, more starkly than perhaps any other case in the long history of the Royal Navy, just how completely a system built on the blood of admirals could turn against one of its own.
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​Chapter 2: Cape Passaro
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The eastern Mediterranean in the summer of 1718 was a sea crowded with the unfinished business of European diplomacy, and it is impossible to understand what happened off the coast of Sicily that August without first understanding just how much unfinished business there was. The great continental settlement of Utrecht, signed five years earlier to close out the long and exhausting War of the Spanish Succession, had drawn new boundaries across a map of Europe still recovering from a generation of nearly continuous warfare, and like most such settlements it had left at least one major power feeling that it had been made to accept terms it had no intention of honoring for very long. That power was Spain, and the man who had convinced himself that Utrecht's terms were merely a temporary inconvenience to be reversed at the first opportunity was Spain's formidable chief minister, Cardinal Giulio Alberoni, who had spent the years since the peace rebuilding a Spanish fleet and army with exactly this reversal in mind. Alberoni's ambitions centered on the Italian peninsula, where Spain had lost territories it had held for the better part of two centuries, and by the summer of 1718 he had assembled an expedition aimed squarely at recovering Sicily, in open defiance of the Utrecht settlement and of the Quadruple Alliance that Britain, France, Austria, and the Dutch Republic had formed, in considerable haste, to prevent exactly this kind of unilateral revision of the postwar order.

It fell to Britain, as the naval power best positioned to intervene in Mediterranean waters, to translate the Quadruple Alliance's paper commitments into an actual fleet capable of stopping the Spanish before they could consolidate their gains. The man chosen to command that fleet was Vice-Admiral Sir George Byng, and the choice tells its own story about how thoroughly naval command in this period rested on a combination of demonstrated skill and established political trust. Byng was, by 1718, no longer a young or untested officer. He had spent the better part of three decades building precisely the kind of record that made him the obvious selection for a mission demanding both tactical competence and unimpeachable diplomatic discretion, since the operation Britain was about to undertake carried genuine risks of triggering a wider European war if handled clumsily. Britain and Spain were not, in the formal sense, at war when Byng's fleet sailed for the Mediterranean in the early summer of 1718. What followed off Cape Passaro would happen in a legal and diplomatic gray zone that Byng himself would have to navigate as carefully as he navigated the waters of the Strait of Messina, and it is worth pausing on this point because it reveals something essential about the kind of judgment the Royal Navy expected of its most senior commanders, a judgment that combined raw tactical aggression with a keen sense of exactly how far political authority permitted that aggression to go.

​The Fleet and the Fourth Son

Among the ships gathered under Byng's command that summer was HMS Superb, a sixty-gun third-rate ship of the line commanded by Captain Streynsham Master, and it was aboard this vessel, in the spring of 1718, that a thirteen-year-old boy named John Byng first went to sea. The arrangement carried the unmistakable fingerprints of family design. Streynsham Master was the young Byng's maternal uncle, and his command of a ship within the very fleet that Sir George Byng himself would lead into Mediterranean waters meant that the boy's entry into naval service came wrapped in a double layer of familial supervision, one uncle watching over him at close range aboard ship, one father commanding the entire operation from his flagship. This was not an unusual arrangement for a boy of John Byng's background, and it would be a mistake to read into it anything more sinister or more remarkable than the ordinary operation of interest as eighteenth-century naval families understood and practiced it. What made it remarkable, in retrospect, was not the arrangement itself but what it delivered to the boy in the way of experience, because within a matter of months of first stepping aboard a King's ship, John Byng would witness, at extremely close range, one of the most one-sided fleet actions in the entire history of European naval warfare.

It is worth trying to imagine, for a moment, what the world looked like from the deck of HMS Superb to a boy of thirteen in those early weeks of his naval life. He would have known, in the abstract way that a well-connected boy knows such things, that his father commanded ships and fleets, that naval command was the family trade, and that he was expected in the fullness of time to take up that trade himself. But the abstract knowledge of a family profession and the physical, sensory reality of a ship of the line under sail, its rigging alive with the ordinary business of two hundred or more men working a vessel across open water, its gun decks a chaos of noise and iron and gunpowder smoke whenever the crew exercised at their pieces, are entirely different kinds of knowledge, and the second kind arrives all at once, with a force that a boy raised on the second kind of story could scarcely have anticipated. John Byng had grown up amid the language of naval achievement, the visits of officers to his father's house, the ordinary domestic traffic of a family whose fortunes were bound to the sea. What he had not yet experienced, before that summer, was the sea itself, at war, with his own father's reputation and his own father's fleet at the center of the action.

​The Diplomacy of an Undeclared War

The specific circumstances that brought Byng's fleet and the Spanish expedition into collision off Cape Passaro deserve careful attention, because they illuminate a peculiar feature of eighteenth-century warfare that can be difficult for modern readers to fully absorb: the frequency with which major military actions occurred in a condition of formal ambiguity, undertaken by governments that had not declared war on one another and that in some cases actively wished to avoid doing so, even as their fleets and armies engaged in what amounted, in every practical sense, to open combat. Byng's instructions from London were, in this respect, a careful piece of diplomatic engineering. He was to proceed to the Mediterranean, use his fleet to prevent any further Spanish landings on Sicily, and, if the Spanish fleet refused to withdraw or desist from its operations, engage and destroy it. He was, in other words, authorized to fight a war that his own government had not declared, against an adversary that had likewise not declared war on Britain, under the theory that Britain was acting not as a belligerent in its own right but as the naval enforcer of a multilateral peace settlement that Spain had violated.

This theory required, for its practical execution, an admiral capable of considerable diplomatic finesse in addition to tactical skill, because the manner in which hostilities actually commenced would matter enormously to how the action was subsequently characterized in the courts of Europe. Byng approached the Spanish fleet, once he located it in the waters off Sicily, with exactly this consideration in mind, dispatching officers to communicate with the Spanish commander, the aging and by most accounts thoroughly capable Vice-Admiral Antonio de Gaztañeta, in an attempt to negotiate a withdrawal before any shot was fired. Gaztañeta, bound by his own instructions from Madrid and by the plain fact that the Spanish expedition existed for the specific purpose of seizing Sicily rather than withdrawing from it, declined to alter his course. What followed, on the morning of the eleventh of August, 1718, was therefore framed, at least on the British side, as an action forced upon Byng by Spanish intransigence rather than one he had sought out unprovoked, a framing that mattered enormously to the diplomatic aftermath, whatever its ultimate accuracy, and one that Byng himself, a man who understood the political dimensions of naval command as thoroughly as its tactical ones, had worked carefully to establish before a single broadside was fired.

​The Chase Begins

The battle that followed bore almost no resemblance to the set-piece engagements between parallel lines of battle that would define naval combat doctrine for the rest of the century, including, as later chapters of this book will explore in painful detail, the engagement that would end John Byng's own life nearly four decades later. Cape Passaro was, from its opening moments, a chase rather than a formal action, and this distinction matters because it shaped everything about how the battle unfolded and how completely one side dominated the other. Gaztañeta's fleet, sighted by Byng's scouting vessels in the waters east of Sicily, made for open water rather than standing to fight in formation, a decision that historians have generally attributed to the Spanish commander's recognition that his fleet, however capably handled, was simply outmatched in numbers, in the condition of its ships, and in the experience of its crews. The Spanish fleet included a substantial number of vessels that had been hastily converted or inadequately prepared for a major fleet action, reflecting the speed with which Alberoni's ambitious Mediterranean project had been assembled, and Gaztañeta's decision to attempt to preserve his force through flight rather than commit it to a stand-up engagement was, on its own tactical merits, entirely defensible.

It did not work. Byng's ships, faster and better handled in the conditions that prevailed that morning, ran down the fleeing Spanish vessels one by one over the course of a long and increasingly one-sided day, in a running engagement that extended for miles along the Sicilian coast and drew in ship after ship as the British squadron methodically overtook its scattered quarry. There was no single decisive moment in the manner of a Trafalgar or a Nile, no instant at which the entire course of the battle turned on a single tactical decision, because there was, in truth, no coherent battle in that sense at all. There was instead a prolonged and remorseless hunting-down, ship overtaking ship, broadsides exchanged and Spanish colors struck or Spanish vessels driven ashore and burned, the action stretching from the morning well into the following day as the last, fastest Spanish ships attempted and failed to outrun their pursuers. By the time the action finally concluded, the Spanish fleet had ceased, in any meaningful sense, to exist as a fighting force. Ships had been captured, ships had been burned, ships had been driven onto the rocks of the Sicilian coastline in their commanders' desperate attempts to escape, and the handful of vessels that did eventually make it to safety did so only by abandoning any pretense of fighting as an organized fleet.

British losses, by contrast, were remarkably slight given the scale of the destruction inflicted on the enemy, a fact that contemporary accounts noted with the particular satisfaction the eighteenth century reserved for victories that combined decisive strategic effect with minimal cost in British blood. This was, in the plainest possible terms, one of the most lopsided fleet actions of the entire age of sail, a victory so complete that it effectively ended Spain's Mediterranean ambitions for a generation and forced Alberoni's government to the negotiating table within months, contributing directly to the diplomatic settlement that would eventually see Spain accede, however grudgingly, to the territorial arrangements established at Utrecht. Sir George Byng had, in a single engagement, achieved everything his government could reasonably have asked of him, and he had done so at a cost so light that the disparity between what Britain had risked and what Britain had gained became, in itself, part of the legend the battle would leave behind.

​What a Boy Saw

Somewhere within this sprawling, day-long action, aboard HMS Superb as she pursued her share of the fleeing Spanish vessels, a thirteen-year-old boy stood witness to his first experience of naval warfare, and it is worth attempting, with appropriate historical caution, to reconstruct what that witness might actually have meant to him. The role of a captain's servant in a fleet action of this kind was not a combat role in any meaningful sense. John Byng would not have stood at a gun, would not have been expected to fight in the way that able seamen and marines fought, and would have occupied instead one of the peripheral, semi-ornamental positions the Navy reserved for boys of gentle birth serving out the earliest stages of their naval apprenticeship, positions that placed them close enough to observe the action in its fullness while keeping them, so far as the chaos of a fighting ship allowed, out of its most immediate dangers. He would have heard the guns, certainly, at a range and volume no reconstruction can adequately convey to a modern reader accustomed to entirely different registers of noise, the concussive repeated thunder of broadside after broadside rolling across open water for the better part of two days, punctuated by the particular sounds of ships in genuine distress, the crack of masts going over, the cries that carried across the water from vessels being boarded or set alight or driven onto a lee shore. He would have seen, from the deck of his uncle's ship, Spanish vessels struck their colors, seen smoke rising from ships set afire by their own desperate crews rather than allow them to fall into British hands, seen the wreckage of a fleet being methodically dismantled by a British squadron that included, near its center, his own father's flagship.

There is a temptation, in writing about this kind of experience, to reach immediately for the language of trauma, to imagine the noise and violence of a major fleet action as necessarily searing itself into a child's mind in the manner that modern understanding of childhood exposure to violence would lead us to expect. This temptation should be resisted, or at least handled with considerable care, because the eighteenth-century understanding of what a boy of good family should expect from naval service differed so fundamentally from modern assumptions about childhood that the categories simply do not translate cleanly. John Byng had not been sent to sea by a family that regarded naval combat as a danger to be shielded from. He had been sent to sea by a family that regarded naval combat, when it came, as the entire point of the enterprise, the moment toward which all the years of interest and patronage and careful placement were ultimately directed, and a boy of thirteen aboard a King's ship in 1718 would have absorbed, from every adult around him, the clear and unambiguous message that what he was witnessing was not horror but glory, not a crisis to be endured but an achievement to be celebrated, the living proof that the Byng family's naval trade was exactly the trade it claimed to be.

And celebrated it certainly was. News of Cape Passaro, when it reached London, produced precisely the kind of uncomplicated national rejoicing that eighteenth-century Britain reserved for victories that were both strategically significant and gratifyingly clean in their execution, victories that could be explained in a single sentence and celebrated without the complicating asterisks that attended more costly or more ambiguous engagements. Sir George Byng returned from the Mediterranean not merely as a successful admiral but as something closer to a national hero, the man who had broken Spanish ambitions in the Mediterranean at minimal cost to British lives and treasure, and the honors that followed, the eventual viscountcy, the long tenure at the head of the Admiralty, flowed directly from the reputation this single action established. For a boy who had stood on the deck of HMS Superb and watched his father's fleet accomplish this, the lesson available to be learned, had he chosen to articulate it, would have been simple and, on its face, entirely reasonable: this is what British naval power does when properly commanded. It wins, decisively, against enemies who cannot match it, and it does so at a cost light enough that victory feels less like the product of hard-fought contest than of natural and almost effortless superiority.

​The Template of Triumph

It is here that this chapter must turn from narrative to a more speculative kind of historical inquiry, because the question of how a first experience shapes a lifetime of subsequent judgment is not a question that admits of documentary proof in the way that a squadron's order of battle or a captain's log does. No letter survives in which the thirteen-year-old John Byng recorded his impressions of Cape Passaro, no diary entry in which he reflected, even obliquely, on what the battle had taught him about the nature of naval combat or the character of naval command. What survives, instead, is the shape of the rest of his career, and it is the contention of this book, argued not as established fact but as a plausible and in places compelling interpretation, that the shape of a man's later judgment is rarely independent of the shape of his earliest and most formative experience, and that Cape Passaro gave John Byng an experience of naval warfare that was, in one crucial and ultimately dangerous respect, deeply unrepresentative of what naval warfare would actually demand of him when his own moment of crisis finally arrived.

Consider what Cape Passaro was not. It was not a formal engagement between two lines of battle drawn up in parallel formation, each seeking to bring its full broadside to bear against an opposing line of comparable strength, the kind of engagement that the Fighting Instructions governing Royal Navy tactics throughout this period were specifically designed to regulate and that would define the doctrine under which every British admiral of Byng's generation had been trained to think about fleet combat. It was not an engagement against an enemy of comparable strength, comparable preparation, or comparable determination to stand and fight rather than flee. It was not an engagement in which the British fleet suffered meaningful losses, was not an engagement whose outcome remained genuinely in doubt at any point once the chase began, and was not, in the end, an engagement that tested the particular set of tactical judgments, when to break formation, how to weigh the preservation of one's own fleet against the urgency of pressing an attack home, how to balance the rigid strictures of the Fighting Instructions against the improvisational demands of a genuinely contested battle, that a British admiral of the mid-eighteenth century might, in the worst case, find himself required to make under conditions of real uncertainty and real risk.

What Cape Passaro was, instead, was a demonstration of what happens when a well-handled, adequately resourced British fleet encounters a genuinely inferior opponent: total victory, achieved at minimal cost, requiring little in the way of difficult tactical improvisation because the outcome was never seriously in question once the action began. This is, it should be said plainly, an entirely legitimate kind of naval victory, and there is no dishonor whatsoever in Sir George Byng's achievement at Cape Passaro or in the pride his family took in it. The difficulty lies not in the battle itself but in what it offered as a template for a boy just beginning to form his understanding of what naval command actually involves. A young officer whose formative experience of combat comes through years of gradual, varied exposure, a hard-fought action here, a near disaster there, an engagement against a well-matched enemy that ends in genuine uncertainty rather than clean triumph, accumulates, across those years, a repertoire of situations and a corresponding repertoire of judgment about how to respond to them. A young officer whose formative experience of combat is a single afternoon of overwhelming, nearly effortless triumph accumulates something different: a template in which British naval superiority is simply assumed, in which the difficult questions of tactical judgment under genuine pressure never arise because the circumstances never require them to arise, and in which the entire experience of combat is filtered through the specific and, in the end, quite rare circumstance of facing an enemy too weak to offer real resistance.

​Twelve Years of Peace, and What They Would Not Teach

This book will return, in its coming chapters, to the long and largely uneventful decade that John Byng spent as a young captain in the Mediterranean during the seventeen twenties and thirties, a period of comfortable, unchallenging service that this chapter's argument suggests take on a particular significance when read against the memory of Cape Passaro. A young officer who had witnessed, in his very first exposure to naval combat, the clean and total triumph of British arms over a genuinely outmatched opponent, and who then spent the following twelve years in a series of quiet Mediterranean postings that offered no further occasion for combat at all, would have had remarkably little opportunity to revise or complicate the lesson Cape Passaro had first offered him. There was no second battle to teach him what a hard-fought, evenly matched engagement actually demanded of a commander. There was no near disaster to teach him the cost of misjudgment under genuine pressure. There was only the original template, laid down at thirteen years of age under his own father's command, reinforced by years of peace that offered no competing experience to set against it, and carried forward, essentially unexamined and unrevised, into a career that would eventually place him, at the age of fifty-one, in command of a fleet facing an enemy that was not outmatched, in a battle that would not resolve itself into a clean chase and total victory, and that would demand from him exactly the kind of difficult tactical judgment under uncertainty that his entire prior experience of naval combat had never once required him to exercise.

It would be unfair to John Byng, and unfair to the complexity of his subsequent career, to suggest that Cape Passaro alone determined what happened off Minorca in 1756. Too many other factors, the specific and severe material inadequacies of the fleet he was given, the rigid doctrine of the Fighting Instructions that every officer of his generation had absorbed, the particular political pressures bearing down on the Admiralty in the months before his departure, the personal caution of a commander who had watched a fellow admiral cashiered for breaking formation, would intervene between the thirteen-year-old boy on the deck of HMS Superb and the sixty-one-year-old admiral facing the Marquis de La Galissonnière off the Sicilian island's western neighbor thirty-eight years later. Those factors will receive their full and careful treatment in the chapters that follow. But it is worth setting down, at this early point in the narrative, the seed of an argument that will recur throughout this book in various forms: that the Royal Navy of the eighteenth century, in building its officers through the system of interest and inherited command that this chapter's opening pages describe, ran a particular risk that Cape Passaro illustrates with unusual clarity. It could deliver to a young officer, in his very first encounter with the reality of naval warfare, an experience so lopsided and so effortlessly triumphant that it taught him almost nothing about the actual difficulty of the trade he was entering, while simultaneously teaching him, with total conviction, that this was exactly what the trade looked like when properly practiced by a Byng.

​The Long Shadow of an Easy Victory

There is one further dimension of Cape Passaro's legacy that deserves attention before this chapter turns, in the next, to the specific mechanics of naval patronage and promotion that would govern the remainder of John Byng's rise through the service. The battle did not simply shape whatever private understanding of naval combat the young Byng carried forward in his own mind. It also shaped, decisively and for the rest of his life, the public and institutional context within which every subsequent stage of his career would be evaluated. To be the son of the admiral who had won at Cape Passaro was to carry a standard of expectation that few officers, however capable, could hope to match on its own terms, because Cape Passaro had not merely been a victory but a spectacularly clean and easy one, the kind of triumph that becomes, in the retelling, a benchmark against which all subsequent naval performance is measured and against which nearly all subsequent naval performance must inevitably seem to fall short. Every promotion John Byng received across the following decades, every command he was given, would be received, at least in part, through the lens of what his father had achieved off the Sicilian coast in 1718, a lens that offered him considerable advantages in the ordinary course of naval life and that would, in the one moment his career truly required him to be tested, offer him nothing at all except the crushing weight of a comparison he could never hope to satisfy.

It is this weight, more than any specific tactical lesson, that Cape Passaro placed on the shoulders of a thirteen-year-old boy who could not, in the nature of things, have understood in 1718 what he was truly inheriting. He inherited a name that would carry him, over the following decades, further and faster than his own individual record could plausibly have justified on its own merits. He inherited an expectation of naval command as a family birthright rather than an individually earned distinction. And he inherited, though neither he nor anyone else standing on the deck of HMS Superb that August could have known it, the first and most formative image of what naval warfare looked like, an image of overwhelming, nearly bloodless triumph that bore almost no resemblance to the desperate, evenly matched, tactically ambiguous engagement he would eventually be called upon to fight, and to lose, off the coast of Minorca some thirty-eight years later. The blood of admirals had given John Byng a magnificent beginning. It remained to be seen, across the long and largely untested decades that followed, whether that beginning had given him anything else besides.
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​Chapter 3: The Patronage Machine
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Every institution builds machinery to sort its people, and the sophistication of that machinery is usually a fair index of how seriously the institution takes the business of separating capable hands from incapable ones. The eighteenth-century Royal Navy possessed, on paper, an elaborate and reasonably rigorous machinery of this kind: minimum ages for each rank, formal examinations to be passed before promotion, certificates of service to be produced and verified, a whole apparatus of documentary control designed to ensure that the men entrusted with His Majesty's ships had actually accumulated the years and experience the rules demanded of them. And every officer of any consequence in the service understood, as a matter of ordinary professional knowledge rather than scandalous secret, that this machinery could be worked around by anyone with the right connections, with a fluency and a lack of institutional friction that would astonish a modern regulator. This is not a paradox so much as a description of how eighteenth-century Britain generally managed the tension between formal rules and informal power, and nowhere is that tension more clearly visible than in the mechanics by which a boy of good family was transformed, on paper and eventually in fact, into a commissioned officer of the Royal Navy.

To understand what happened to John Byng in the years between his first voyage aboard HMS Superb in 1718 and his commission as second lieutenant of that same ship in 1723, one must set aside any assumption that naval promotion in this period functioned as a straightforward accumulation of demonstrated competence over time. It did not. It functioned as a negotiation between formal requirement and informal interest, conducted through a set of well-understood practices that were, by 1720, so thoroughly normalized among the connected classes that no one involved regarded them as fraud in any meaningful sense, whatever a modern reader might be inclined to call them. This chapter is concerned with those practices in some detail, not because John Byng's own case was unusual, it was not, and this point cannot be stressed too strongly, but because understanding exactly how ordinary his irregular promotion actually was tells us something important about the kind of institution that would, three decades later, demand of him a standard of conduct that its own promotion system had done nothing to prepare him to meet.

​The Rules on Paper

The formal requirements governing entry into the officer ranks of the Royal Navy in the early eighteenth century were not, in themselves, unreasonable. A young man wishing to become a lieutenant was required to demonstrate a minimum period of sea service, generally reckoned at six years, of which some portion was to be served in the subordinate rating of midshipman or in an equivalent capacity that exposed him to the practical business of seamanship, navigation, and shipboard discipline. He was required to have reached a minimum age, set at twenty years by regulations current for much of this period and shortly to be revised upward to twenty-one, on the theory that command over men and the technical demands of navigation required a baseline of physical and mental maturity that no amount of family connection could substitute for. And he was required, before receiving his commission, to pass an oral examination before a board of senior naval officers, testing his knowledge of navigation, seamanship, and the practical skills a lieutenant would be expected to exercise without further supervision.

Read in isolation, these requirements describe a reasonably sensible system, one that a modern observer might recognize as a plausible attempt to ensure that commissioned officers possessed some baseline of genuine competence before being entrusted with responsibility for men's lives and the King's ships. The difficulty was not in the rules themselves but in the near-total absence of any mechanism capable of verifying, independently and reliably, whether the sea service a candidate claimed to have performed had actually been performed in the manner and to the extent the paperwork suggested. The Navy of this period kept ships' muster books recording who was aboard a vessel and in what capacity, and it was these muster books, rather than any more searching or personal assessment, that formed the documentary backbone of a young officer's claim to the requisite years of service. And muster books, as every captain in the fleet understood perfectly well, could be made to say whatever a sympathetic captain wished them to say.

​The Practice of False Muster

The specific mechanism by which this worked has come to be known, in the naval historiography of the period, as false muster, and it deserves description in some detail because it illuminates, better than almost any other single practice, just how completely the formal apparatus of naval regulation had been hollowed out by the informal apparatus of patronage among the officer classes. A captain commanding a ship possessed considerable discretion over who appeared on his muster book and in what capacity, and it became entirely commonplace, so commonplace that naval correspondence of the period discusses the practice with a bluntness that would be extraordinary if it were describing genuine fraud rather than accepted custom, for a captain to enter the name of a boy who had never set foot aboard the vessel, sometimes an infant still in the nursery, as a member of the crew serving in some junior rating, allowing that boy to accumulate, entirely on paper, years of nominal sea service toward the eventual requirements for a lieutenant's commission.

The boy in question might be the captain's own son, or the son of a brother officer to whom the captain owed a debt of friendship or professional obligation, or simply the son of a patron whose goodwill the captain had every reason to cultivate. The arrangement cost the captain nothing beyond the risk, generally understood to be minimal, that some superior authority might scrutinize the muster book closely enough to notice the discrepancy, a risk that diminished further given how many captains throughout the fleet were engaged in some version of the same practice on behalf of their own connections, creating a kind of mutual and self-reinforcing tolerance in which everyone understood that everyone else was doing it, and in which too rigorous an enforcement against any single instance threatened to unravel a system that the entire officer corps, and much of the Admiralty above it, had a stake in preserving. A boy might thus appear on a ship's books years before he ever went to sea in reality, his name accumulating the requisite service time in the abstract while he remained, in the concrete particulars of his actual life, safely at home or engaged in whatever schooling his family thought appropriate to his eventual profession.

It would be a mistake to read this practice as a matter of a few isolated bad actors gaming an otherwise sound system. The scale of false muster in the Royal Navy of this period was substantial enough that historians who have examined the surviving records have found it to be, if anything, the norm rather than the exception among boys of connected family entering the service, a fact that Admiralty officials at the highest levels were perfectly well aware of and that periodic reform efforts, launched with some regularity across the century, never came close to eliminating. The reforms tended, instead, to nibble at the edges of the practice, tightening one procedural requirement here or introducing one additional certification there, while leaving entirely intact the underlying reality that a captain with sufficient discretion and sufficient motive could still, in practice, manufacture whatever record of service a well-connected boy required.

​Byng's Own Papers

Set against this background, the specific irregularities in John Byng's own early service record appear considerably less remarkable than they might otherwise seem, and it is worth walking through them with some care precisely because their unremarkable quality is the point this chapter wishes to establish. Byng entered the service in March of 1718 at the age of thirteen, a perfectly ordinary age for a boy of his background to begin accumulating the sea time that would eventually qualify him for a lieutenant's examination, and his early service followed a pattern common enough among boys of good naval family: postings aboard a succession of vessels, the Orford, the Newcastle, the Nassau, the Torbay stationed at Dover, that combined genuine, if limited, seagoing experience with the kind of nominal or lightly supervised postings that allowed a boy's service record to accumulate more rapidly on paper than his actual practical seamanship might independently have justified.

By December of 1722, Byng's accumulated record of service was judged sufficient for him to sit his lieutenant's examination, which he passed, and in June of the following year he received his commission as second lieutenant aboard HMS Solebay. He was, at the time of this commission, nineteen years old, a full two years short of the twenty-one years that official regulation, by this point in its evolution, required of a candidate for lieutenant's rank. This discrepancy did not pass entirely without comment even in its own time; naval historians examining the surviving service records have noted the gap between Byng's documented age and the regulatory minimum as one of the clearer instances of irregular promotion in a career that would, in later decades, come to be scrutinized with unusual intensity precisely because of how it ended. But it is essential to understand that this irregularity attracted no meaningful institutional resistance at the time it occurred, provoked no formal inquiry, and derailed nothing in the smooth progression of Byng's career, precisely because a two-year discrepancy in a well-connected candidate's documented age was, by the standards the service actually applied in practice rather than the standards it maintained on paper, a thoroughly unremarkable occurrence.

The following year, in April of 1724, Byng was reappointed to HMS Superb, the ship of his own first voyage, now commanded once again in circumstances that kept him within the orbit of his uncle's patronage, as second lieutenant, in a posting that historians have again flagged as bypassing the minimum age requirements then in force. Two instances of the same pattern, occurring within the space of two years, suggest not a single anomaly slipping through an otherwise vigilant system but a young officer whose family connections were doing precisely the work such connections were understood to do throughout the service: smoothing his path past regulatory obstacles that would have posed genuine and possibly career-ending difficulties for a boy without a viscount for a father and a captain for an uncle.

​A System, Not a Scandal

It would be easy, reading these details in isolation and with the hindsight of what would eventually happen to John Byng, to construct a narrative in which his irregular early promotions represent an early and telling symptom of a career built on unearned privilege, a career, one might be tempted to conclude, that was rotten from its foundations and that received, in 1757, nothing more than the delayed reckoning such foundations inevitably invite. This book resists that narrative, not because it wishes to exonerate Byng of every fair criticism that can be leveled at his conduct, several of which will receive their full and unflinching treatment in later chapters, but because the narrative rests on a factual premise that simply does not hold up against the wider evidence of how the eighteenth-century Royal Navy actually operated. Byng's irregular promotions were not exceptional. They were, if anything, precisely what one would expect to find in the service record of any reasonably well-connected officer of his generation, and the documentary trail of his early career differs from that of dozens of his contemporaries chiefly in the accident that it has been examined more closely, by more historians, for reasons that have nothing to do with the promotions themselves and everything to do with what happened at the end of his life.

Consider the broader pattern against which Byng's case must be set. The sons of admirals, the sons of members of Parliament with Admiralty influence, the sons of captains commanding ships in a position to enter a boy's name on the books years before he ever served, these young men moved through the promotion system with a fluency that had almost nothing to do with the formal requirements of age and service that governed the system on paper, and almost everything to do with the informal but entirely real system of interest that governed it in practice. A boy without such connections faced the regulations in their full and unforgiving formal severity: the actual years of service, verified as best the system could verify anything, the examination taken on its true merits without the cushion of an inflated record behind him, the promotion arriving, if it arrived at all, only after a genuinely earned accumulation of experience that might well take him well past his connected contemporaries in age before he achieved the same rank. A boy with such connections, and John Byng, the fourth son of the First Lord of the Admiralty, possessed connections about as substantial as the eighteenth-century Royal Navy had to offer, faced a system that had already been quietly adjusted, at every point where adjustment mattered, to accommodate his family's expectations for his advancement.

This was, in other words, not a case of an otherwise sound system suffering an occasional and regrettable breach. It was a system operating exactly as the officer corps that staffed it, and the Admiralty that nominally supervised it, understood and accepted that it would operate. Reform-minded voices within the naval establishment periodically complained about the practice, and the regulations themselves, revised and re-revised across the century, occasionally attempted to tighten the verification requirements in ways that suggest genuine institutional discomfort with how easily interest could override the formal rules. But the discomfort never translated into a system genuinely capable of resisting the pressure that a Byng, or a Norris, or a Boscawen could bring to bear on behalf of a favored son, because the officers charged with enforcing the rules were themselves, almost without exception, beneficiaries of the same informal system on behalf of their own sons, nephews, and protégés, and an institution cannot easily reform a practice that the great majority of its senior members have a personal stake in preserving.

​What the System Assumed

There is a further dimension to this practice that deserves careful attention, because it bears directly on the argument this book has begun to develop across its opening chapters: that the eighteenth-century Royal Navy's system of promotion by interest, whatever its considerable practical advantages in terms of maintaining a stable and politically reliable officer corps, carried a specific and largely unexamined risk, which was its tendency to advance officers past the very stages of their careers at which genuine competence might most reliably have been tested and confirmed. The formal requirements of age and service that the false muster system so routinely circumvented were not, after all, arbitrary bureaucratic obstacles invented for their own sake. They rested on a reasonably sound underlying theory: that seamanship, navigation, and the exercise of authority over men in the genuinely hazardous conditions of eighteenth-century seafaring required a baseline of maturity and practical experience that could not be safely compressed below some minimum threshold, and that a boy commissioned as a lieutenant before he had actually accumulated the years of practical seagoing experience the rules demanded of him was, whatever his family connections, at some meaningful risk of being less prepared for the responsibilities of his rank than the paperwork certifying his qualification would suggest.

John Byng's specific case, it must be said plainly, does not appear to bear out this risk in any dramatic fashion. Whatever the irregularities in his documented age and service record, the young officer who emerged from this promotion system into the substantive responsibilities of shipboard command over the following years proved, by the ordinary standards the service applied to such things, a perfectly competent and largely unremarkable junior officer, and nothing in the surviving record of his subsequent postings suggests a young man dangerously out of his depth or straining visibly against responsibilities his true experience had not prepared him to bear. This is worth stating clearly, because it would be a distortion of the evidence to suggest that the practice of false muster and accelerated promotion produced, in Byng's case, some immediately visible deficiency that a more rigorous system would have caught and corrected. The deficiency this system produced, if it produced one at all, was not a deficiency of basic competence but something subtler and considerably harder to detect at the time: a career that advanced, at every stage, without ever subjecting its holder to the kind of genuinely difficult test that might have revealed, one way or the other, whether his judgment under real pressure matched the confidence his rapid promotion implied.

This is the thread that connects the promotion irregularities examined in this chapter to the argument developed in the chapter preceding it, concerning the outsized and potentially misleading impression left on the young Byng by his father's total victory at Cape Passaro. A promotion system built on interest rather than rigorously tested competence, and a formative combat experience built on total victory rather than genuinely contested engagement, are two versions of the same underlying pattern: a career that advances smoothly and rapidly precisely because it is never seriously tested, at any single point along the way, against circumstances that might reveal whether the advancement is fully earned. Neither pattern, on its own, condemns John Byng to the fate that eventually met him off Minorca. Both patterns, taken together and reinforced across four decades of a career this book will continue to trace in the chapters that follow, describe an officer whose entire professional formation left him remarkably unprepared for the one moment when his own untested judgment, rather than the smooth operation of family interest or the overwhelming material superiority of a well-favored fleet, would be all that stood between a besieged British garrison and the loss of one of the Mediterranean's most valuable strategic possessions.

​The Ordinary Machinery of an Extraordinary Family

It is worth closing this chapter by returning, briefly
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