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THE HEARTS OF OAK TRILOGY
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Heart of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men,

We always are ready; Steady, boys, steady!

We’ll fight and we’ll conquer again and again.

D. GARRICK, Heart of Oak (1759)
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‘Nothing could be finer.’*

*Admiral Collingwood to Captain Harvey
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The fighting Temeraire
Built of a thousand trees,
Lunging out her lightenings,
And beetling o’er the seas

HERMAN MELVILLE, The Temeraire, 1866
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Preface

In August 2005, BBC Radio 4 ran a poll to find the nation’s favourite painting. It was won by Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire Tugged To Her Last Berth To Be Broken Up, 1838, and it was won by a landslide: it received over a quarter of all votes cast, fighting off Constable’s The Hay Wain and other equally well-known works by Manet, Hockney and Van Gogh. Turner was a genius whose techniques revolutionized art history, and The Fighting Temeraire is his masterpiece. It is one of the most iconic images of the ages of both sail and steam, and is one of the greatest works of art ever created by a Western artist.

For some it is popular quite simply because it is familiar, but for others much of its allure lies in the story that it tells. Today it hangs in the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square, only yards from Nelson’s Column, a monument that commemorates Nelson’s death at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. Both the painting and the statue are less than a mile from St Paul’s Cathedral, where Turner and Nelson are buried within feet of each other: Britain’s most famous artist and Britain’s most famous admiral are intimately linked in both past and present by this painting, a painting whose significance grips the nation as surely in the twenty-first century as it did when it was painted in 1838. It is a story that unites the art of war as practised by Nelson with the art of war as depicted by Turner and, as such, it ranges across British cultural history in ways that other stories do not. And yet the story behind the painting has only ever been partially told.1

To tell it properly, one must go back as far as the Seven Years War, fought at sea between Britain and France between 1756 and 1763, for the full story of the Temeraire is the story not of one ship, but of two. The Temeraire in Turner’s painting was actually the second ship in the Royal Navy to carry that name, but it is impossible to tell her story satisfactorily without explaining how the name came to be British at all, and how and why it was chosen for the prestigious three-decked 98-gun warship built at Chatham in 1793. It is also important to distinguish between the two as there was some confusion over which Temeraire is depicted in Turner’s painting: she was mistakenly identified by some of the earliest reviewers as the first ship, the French Téméraire which was captured in 1759. She was startlingly different from her successor in appearance, but on paper can only be distinguished by the accents in her name.

The result is a detailed picture of British maritime power at two of its most significant peaks in the age of sail, the climaxes of both the Seven Years War and the Napoleonic Wars. It takes us from the Mediterranean to the Channel; from the Western Approaches to the Caribbean; and from the Baltic to the Atlantic Iberian coast. It covers every conceivable aspect of life in the sailing navy, with particular emphasis on amphibious warfare, disease, victualling, blockade, mutiny and, of course, fleet battle, for it was at Trafalgar that the Temeraire really won her fame. She broke through the French and Spanish line directly astern of Nelson’s flagship, HMS Victory, and, for more than three hours, had two of the enemy’s line-of-battle ships lashed to her. She saved the Victory at a crucial moment in the battle, and fought until her sides ran ‘wet with the long runlets of English blood … those pale masts that stayed themselves up against the war-ruin, shaking out their ensigns through the thunder, till sail and ensign dropped.’2 For her bravery, she was the only British ship singled out for praise by Vice-Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood after the battle. Turner’s painting is a memorial to this magnificent ship in the poignant final hours of her life afloat. ‘Never more’, wrote the contemporary art critic John Ruskin, ‘shall sunset lay golden robe on her, nor starlight tremble on the waves that part at her gliding.’3 This was the poetry of the moment that inspired Turner.

Alfred Thayer Mahan, the most influential naval historian the world has ever seen, declared that ‘distinguished ships have a personality only less vivid than that of the men who fought them’. They do indeed. Each has a story to tell and many believe that of the Temeraire to be the finest of them all. It ends today in Room 34 of the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square, where a steady stream of visitors gazes at her beauty on Turner’s canvas. But it must begin over a thousand miles away and two hundred and fifty years ago, in the dining room of a Spanish palace, on a hot and dusty evening in August 1759, where Admiral Edward Boscawen was having his dinner.


1.
The Escaping Téméraire

AUGUST 1759

[image: image]

 

It was August 1759, and Admiral of the Blue Edward Boscawen had been invited to dinner by Francisco Bucareli y Ursua, Governor of San Roque, a small Spanish town with a monastery at its heart no more than five kilometres from Gibraltar. The Rock had been captured by the Royal Navy in 1704 and had been the home of the British Mediterranean Fleet since the island of Minorca had been taken by the French in 1756. One hundred and nine metres above sea level, San Roque is an eyrie from which it is possible to see down to Gibraltar Bay and, on a clear day, even across to North Africa. There are few more dramatic locations on the whole Atlantic seaboard of Europe. A vast expanse of sky meets the swirling waters and uncertain winds that characterize the convergence of two oceans and the division of two continents. To the east lies the Mediterranean; to the west, the Atlantic; to the north, the Iberian Peninsula; and to the south, Africa. For the Romans and Greeks this was the very edge of the world, the Pillars of Hercules, but by the 1750s Gibraltar had become the centre of a world encompassed, and contested, by European navies. Today it is still a strategic key to the Mediterranean, Africa and Asia. It is one of the most emotive places on earth and drips with weight of history. It is particularly fitting, therefore, that the events that were to follow would live up to the drama of their location.

Boscawen and his fellow officers were pulled ashore from their warships in a flotilla of longboats, leaving wakes that reached from their mother-ships like the tentacles of a sea creature projecting British sea power ashore. Once they had landed, the men wound their way up the dusty track that led to the settlement perching at the top of the hill. As his men filed in to the evening party, Boscawen posted a sentry to keep watch over the British fleet lying in the calm of Gibraltar Bay. For despite the genial surroundings and the hospitality of their Spanish host, the British officers were uneasy.

Their purpose in the Mediterranean had recently taken a decisive turn. Britain had been at war with France for three years. They had failed to come to any peaceful agreement over the extent and location of the boundaries between British and French possessions in North America and along the banks of the Ohio River, tension had spilled over into armed conflict. The war that followed, known as the Seven Years War, was the first conflict in human history to be fought around the globe. By the summer of 1759 both sides had had successes, but British expertise in amphibious operations had begun to turn the tide. In the first few weeks of the war, however, the French had besieged and captured the island of Minorca, the only British naval base deep in the Mediterranean, from where the Royal Navy had been able to monitor closely the activities of the French Mediterranean Fleet at Toulon. The loss of Minorca was a terrible blow to the British, both practically and psychologically, and a tide of professional and public outrage at the political and military lethargy that had led to its surrender erupted in the winter of 1756: the government fell and was replaced by a new administration under William Pitt, and George Byng, the admiral held responsible for failing to relieve the besieged garrison at Minorca, was court-martialled and shot on his own quarterdeck.

Since then, British troops had enjoyed great success in Canada, capturing the Louisbourg fortress on Cape Breton Island and Quebec itself in 1759. In the Caribbean the important French sugar island of Guadeloupe was captured, and the French had been driven from the valuable Coromandel Coast of India by a combined British naval and army force. Together, these British successes drove the French to one final desperate measure which would solve all their problems at a stroke by giving them sufficient bargaining power to reclaim their lost territories and end the war with some dignity. In early 1759 the French Foreign Minister, the duc de Choiseul, drew up plans to invade Britain. However, the French navy would first have to unite its Atlantic and Mediterranean Fleets, and this became the central focus of the war in the coming weeks. Once united, the ships from Brest and Toulon would give the French numerical superiority over the British Channel Fleet and Western Squadron and would, in theory at least, enable them to seize control of the Channel or distract the British long enough to launch the invasion.

There were, in fact, two separate plans. Either the main French force would come into the Channel and ‘distract’ the British Channel Fleet while a smaller force escorted the invading armies to their appointed destinations, or the entire combined Brest and Toulon Squadrons would act as the escort. In both instances, the French armies, collected in two significant forces at either end of the Channel, would have to be landed. The force to the west, now encamped around the shores of the inland sea in southern Brittany known as the Morbihan, was commanded by the duc d’Aiguillon, whose force was to be embarked and then escorted around Ireland to land in the Clyde estuary in Scotland. The naval escort would then sail to the other major French force, based at Ostend, and would land it in Essex, by the mouths of the Crouch and the Blackwater. Meanwhile, a final and smaller force based at Dunkirk would be transported to Ireland.

It was an extremely complex and hopelessly unrealistic plan, devised by government administrators who neither understood the sea nor sought the advice of those who did. The crucial questions of wind, tide, weather and sea conditions were simply ignored. Nevertheless, the threat felt by the British was very real. There was no escaping the fact that the French intended to invade and her armies glowered over the horizon. The British, moreover, were well aware that their armies were already stretched to the limit, with the majority of their troops stationed abroad and very few left to protect the coasts. Both the French and the British knew that if Britain’s maritime defences could be breached, she would be found to be more or less defenceless. The reaction of the British government was swift. As soon as they appreciated the extent of the French plan and understood its full implications, the Western Squadron, now a formidable fleet of twenty-five sail of the line under the command of the energetic and resolute Admiral Edward Hawke, was ordered to cruise off Brest with no respite, and emergency orders were sent to Boscawen at Gibraltar.

Hitherto, the aims of the Royal Navy in the Mediterranean had been threefold: to annoy the French, to protect British trade and to maintain the security of Gibraltar. Boscawen had taken over command of the Mediterranean Fleet in April and he had executed his orders with great success. He had kept a close blockade of both Toulon and Marseilles and had deployed his cruisers at the well-known focal points of Mediterranean trade to protect British interests. Indeed, so dominant had the British naval presence been, that the Toulon fleet had been forced to retire into the inner road of Toulon harbour to seek the protection of its fort’s guns from the sniping of British cruisers and the threat of their fireships. That was no place from which to exercise naval power, and the British enjoyed absolute control of the seas. So powerful was their position that the French believed Boscawen would launch raids and possibly even attack Marseilles or Toulon. A full ten battalions of regular infantry, together with militia, were stationed between Toulon and Marseilles to defend the coast from amphibious assault. While the French languished in port, the British sailors became fit and strong and their officers’ confidence grew both in their own ability and that of their men.

On 3 August, Boscawen received fresh orders from the Admiralty. England herself was under threat. Intelligence had shown that the French were amassing huge flotillas of invasion craft in southern Brittany–preparations so vast that they had cost the French government thirty million livres on flat-boats alone, enough to build thirty Third Rates like the Téméraire.1 With French war strategy now tipped towards a final desperate throw of the dice, Boscawen was ordered to keep the French fleet bottled up in the Mediterranean. If they were somehow to escape, he was to follow them wherever they went and bring them to battle. If they could not be discovered, part of his fleet was to head at full speed to the Solent to join the Channel Fleet, leaving a smaller squadron in Gibraltar to defend British interests in the Mediterranean.2

These new orders came at a particularly bad time for Boscawen. The challenge of maintaining a powerful presence in the Mediterranean was formidable, particularly with the wonderful natural harbour of Port Mahón in Minorca now denied to the Royal Navy. Boscawen’s ships were forced to keep the sea for months at a time and constantly fight the northerly winds which blew the ships away from the coast. By the end of July, after three months of continual operations and ceaseless vigilance, many of the ships were so foul and weather-beaten that they were quite unfit for prolonged operations.3 Broken masts that had been temporarily fished needed to be unstepped and replaced with fresh timber; patched and torn sails had to be replaced by fresh bolts of canvas; standing and running rigging had to be surveyed and the frayed lines had to be protected and if necessary replaced; the blocks, tackles and other moving parts of the standing rigging had to be given a new coat of tallow; and the standing rigging had to be wormed, parcelled, served and then coated in tar. Only then, with four protective coatings, was it sufficiently protected from the weather, the sea and the sailors themselves, whose continual presence aloft gradually wore it down as surely as the sails that flogged themselves against it. The ships’ bottoms were also coated in weed and barnacles and the timber of their hulls pocked by Teredo navalis–the shipworm which bored holes in timber as surely as any drill.

As it was, Boscawen’s ships were falling apart, but above all his men needed water. In the heat of the Mediterranean summer a continual supply of diluted wine or spirits quenched the men’s thirst and was crucial in the recovery of those with fever. Fresh water was also used to wash clothes, to steep the salted provisions and boil the food. In the Mediterranean summer a large ship of the line might use up to three tons of water per day. It was the need for water that finally forced Boscawen’s hand and, in July, he reluctantly lifted the blockade of Toulon and took some of his fleet to Salou Bay, close to Tarragona, which he knew as the best watering place in the Mediterranean and also a fine source of fresh vegetables at a reasonable price. Today the area around Salou is still scattered with sweet fresh-water springs where the locals fill huge jugs of water which is valued for its mineral properties, although at Cala Font Beach the natural spring which used to pour into the cove has long ago dried up. The rest of the British fleet returned to Gibraltar, where they scraped their bottoms clean, took their masts and yards down, completely overhauled their rigging and received fresh victuals and stores. It was at this point, with his vigilance impaired and his fighting capability compromised, that Boscawen received his new orders. The Gibraltar Squadron was now the front line in the defence of Britain itself. So it was with a troubled mind that Boscawen sat down to dinner with the Spanish governor at San Roque. He knew that his absence from Toulon would quickly be noted by the French. Just when he needed to pin them down more closely than ever before, events had conspired against him. The time was ripe for a French sortie and Boscawen knew it only too well.

Until his ships and men were sufficiently refortified to regain their place directly off Toulon, Boscawen’s only comfort lay in the narrowness of the straits that he had to defend. The Straits of Gibraltar are only eight miles wide at the narrowest point and yet sailing warships, with masts over 150 feet tall, could see each other up to twenty-one miles away. At such extreme distances only the masts and perhaps only the tops of those masts were visible, but it was possible to signal by setting, furling, raising or lowering the sails. Indeed the sails were used in this way to communicate quite detailed information over long distances. If two ships could see each other clearly at a conservative estimate of fifteen miles and a chain of such ships stretched back to a main fleet, or as in this case, to a naval base, the number, speed and direction of an enemy fleet perhaps as much as thirty miles distant could be known very quickly.

The ability to communicate in this way was, of course, threatened at night, but lights could be used in a similar way, albeit over far shorter distances. At night, however, the main problem would be the initial discovery of the enemy fleet. Ships in company usually carried lights at their stern and in their rigging to aid station-keeping and to prevent collision, but a ship or fleet wishing to remain elusive, as the French surely would in their escape from the Mediterranean, would extinguish their lights. Boscawen could only hope that if the French tried to escape, he would hear of it before nightfall. Station-keeping at night was notoriously difficult and ships in company would cut their speed to reduce the likelihood of collision, particularly if they were sailing with their lights extinguished. Boscawen could reasonably hope, therefore, that a fleet could not get far in the short nights of the Mediterranean summer.

Nevertheless, it was crucial to make contact with the enemy before they passed through the straits. If the French sneaked through under cover of night, it would take time to react to an alarm, however quickly it was made, and by then they could have disappeared deep into the vastness of the Atlantic, bound for the Caribbean to threaten Britain’s trade or her colonies. Alternatively, they could have darted back to a Spanish or Portuguese harbour–to Cadiz, Lisbon, Vigo or Ferrol. Most worrying of all, they could have crossed Biscay and made it to the French harbours of Rochefort or even Brest. The options were almost too numerous to consider. No doubt intelligence from fishing boats and cruisers would eventually pinpoint their location, but such a network of communication took weeks if not months to bear fruit, and by then it could all be too late: Boscawen’s best hope was to spot the French on their approach to Gibraltar and to follow them. To that end, as soon as the first two frigates had completed their repairs and were ready for sea, he immediately ordered them to search for the French; the Lyme to cruise off Malaga, and the Gibraltar across the mouth of the Straits, from Estepona to Ceuta Point.

At Toulon, the French had made ready for sea, but it had taken them months to do so. The original invasion had been intended for early summer, but it was not until August that the Toulon Squadron was sufficiently manned to mount a sortie. A lack of willing men to serve in the French navy and particularly at Toulon was just one of the many problems that beset the French in these years. The sailors were disillusioned after years of broken promises, their pay was long overdue and the ships were ill-provisioned, all the result of a king who failed to value his navy.4 Finally, however, the ships were manned, the stores loaded and the sails bent, and Rear-Admiral Jean François de La Clue-Sabran weighed anchor on 5 August. Much as Boscawen suspected and exactly as he feared, La Clue was relying on the coming night to cloak his ships as they flitted through the straits and burst into the Atlantic. There was a distinct possibility that the moon might reflect on the bleached canvas of their sails, signalling their ghostly presence to prying eyes, but with luck the night sky would be thick with cloud and the darkness impenetrable.

La Clue had gambled, correctly, that Boscawen would not know of his intended destination. Only two months previously the British had captured the important French sugar island of Guadeloupe in the Windward Islands and a reprisal was expected. It was considered therefore just as likely that La Clue would cross the Atlantic to attack Guadeloupe as it was that he would head north and rendezvous with the Brest fleet in home waters. Historians are still unsure exactly which destination was intended but we do know that La Clue’s initial destination was the Spanish port of Cadiz, a little over a hundred miles west of Gibraltar. There he planned to reassemble his ships, which he fully expected to have been scattered in the night-time escape from their Mediterranean prison. The first stage of the operation was nothing more than a quick dash past the bulldogs at the gates.

La Clue’s fleet crept out of Toulon unobserved and then crossed to the southern shore of the Mediterranean where they hugged the Barbary Coast and prepared themselves for the challenge of the coming night. By noon on the 15th they were already only twelve leagues to the south-east of Gibraltar. Now all that was needed was a strong easterly breeze to carry them past Gibraltar under full sail. While Boscawen and his officers sat down to a magnificent dinner in the Palace at San Roque, out at sea the clouds gathered and white horses began to race across the tops of the waves as the wind picked up. As it blew steadily from the east and night began to fall, La Clue was ready and everything was in place.

Aboard his magnificent new 80-gun flagship L’Océan, the sailors swarmed up the masts and the young and agile topmen danced across the yards. The footropes under the yards on which they stood stretched with their weight and the sails were released. Down on deck the sheets were hauled tight by lines of men working in unison. In this period signalling systems were unsophisticated and the easiest way to communicate ideas was to demonstrate the admiral’s intent through action–his sails, in effect, were his signal flags. So as the great sails of the flagship billowed out in the freshening breeze and the yards groaned and bent to their load, all the ships of La Clue’s fleet followed suit, heeling together with the wind and punching their bows into the swell. The waves slapped the hulls, the spray spattered the decks and the rigging whistled in the wind. Everywhere was the sound of sail.

With the enemy so close, and in such strength, it was vital that the fleet retained cohesion. It was not possible for each ship to sail at the very best of her ability; rather, they all had to sail at the speed of the slowest. La Clue drew up his ships in two lines. It is unclear exactly why he did so, but by forming into two parallel divisions his fleet became shorter, would take less time to pass through the straits and was therefore less likely to be seen. All the French needed now was a little luck. Perhaps Boscawen would be unable to order frigates to sea as scouts; perhaps the scouts would be damaged or their lookouts blinded by a squall. Perhaps they would look in the wrong direction for the crucial minutes it would take to pass them or perhaps they would see the French, but be unable to signal their discovery. Whatever happened, the French were under no illusion. In the past few months Boscawen’s force had demonstrated time and again that they were resolute and skilled, while the French knew themselves to be undermanned and unpractised. They knew that their only hope was escape. It is easy to imagine their chagrin, therefore, when an officer aboard L’Océan glanced to starboard and saw a tiny speck lying silhouetted against the northern horizon.

For many years it has been believed by historians that La Clue passed through the Straits of Gibraltar unaware that he had been spotted, but a translated account of the action by a French officer, held in the archives of the National Maritime Museum, leaves us in no doubt that the French knew that they had been seen.5 As the strange ship came closer it was clear that she was not a fishing vessel, as she had three masts; nor was she a merchantman, as her masts were too high and her hull too fine. She was evidently a warship, and a fast one. She came towards the French fleet under full sail, but once close enough to reconnoitre them, establish how many there were and upon what course they were sailing, how well they were handled and how fast they sailed, she swiftly tacked and headed at full speed to the north with her precious cargo of intelligence. The ship the Frenchmen had seen was the British frigate Gibraltar. Her log records that the wind was strong from the east, and that she was cruising twenty-five leagues from Cape Spartel.6 At half-past five she started to make out a body of ships and by six she had counted a total of fourteen men of war creeping along the Barbary Coast and heading for the Straits. Everyone aboard knew that there were no other British forces of such a size in the area since all British warships of any size were refitting in Gibraltar Bay. This mysterious fleet could only be French and they could only have come from Toulon. As she headed back to the fleet, the Gibraltar frantically began firing cannon–thirty-two shot in all–and lighting lanterns and burning false fires to alert the British in the bay that something significant was afoot. Her efforts were repeated by signal guns on the Rock itself and also at Europa Point. It was a decisive moment in the war, perhaps the most important so far. When the French heard the cannon blasts they knew the game was up. They were immediately and extremely concerned, as they assumed that the British fleet was ready to sail. The reality, that the majority of the fleet was in the middle of refitting, the flagship herself had no sails bent to her yards and most of the officers were not in Gibraltar at all, but dining at the governor’s palace at San Roque, was completely unknown to them. Their dash for the Atlantic had become a desperate race, but they still had every chance of escape.

It was at this point that the sentry keeping watch on the Bay from outside the governor’s palace in San Roque saw the huge form of the 90-gun Namur start to move. She should have been stationary at anchor, and this was not just any ship; this was Boscawen’s flagship, and she had set sail without him. We do not know if this had been prearranged or if an enterprising junior officer had taken the momentous decision of assuming command of the flagship by himself but, either way, the Namur slipping her anchor and heading for open sea was the clearest possible signal that the French had been sighted. A stampede ensued.

In the summer of 1759 there were few things that would galvanize British sailors in European waters more than the discovery that the French were at sea. Rumours of the invasion plans were rife, but the sailors had been frustrated at the inactivity of the French navy and shamed by British naval capitulation at the Battle of Minorca in 1756. Minorca had been besieged by a hundred and twenty thousand French troops, and every French soldier there was sustained by maritime supply lines protected by the French navy. If the French could have been driven from the sea, the besieging army would have been forced to surrender and Minorca would have been saved. Moreover, in the battle that followed, the British had one more ship than the French; a slight but not insignificant advantage. Nevertheless, the initial attack of the British fleet, commanded by Vice-Admiral John Byng, was easily repulsed by the faster and more skilfully handled French and, after successive feeble and failed attempts to bring the French to action or at least to force them clear of Minorca, Byng failed to renew the engagement and Minorca fell. Boscawen in particular was so badly affected by what he described as the ‘disgrace’ in the Mediterranean that he was unable to sleep when he heard the news. To prove the point he got out of bed and wrote a letter to his wife at five o’clock in the morning.7

The only significant British naval success in the Mediterranean had come nearly two years later, and a full eighteen months before La Clue attempted his escape with the Toulon fleet. Off Cartagena in February 1758, a small squadron of French ships was chased; two were captured and one was driven ashore. Of those that were captured, one was particularly significant. The Foudroyant was the beautiful flagship of Admiral Duquesne, but had previously been the flagship of Admiral La Galissonière, commander of the French fleet at the Battle of Minorca. The British humiliation at that battle had largely been orchestrated from her decks, from where Galissonière had handled his ships with consummate skill. The capture of the Foudroyant, therefore, was both a boost to British morale and a balm to disgraced honour. And it was made even more significant by the fact that Byng’s flag-captain at Minorca, Captain Arthur Gardiner, whose personal reputation had been badly damaged by his standing by Byng’s actions, commanded the ship that first engaged the Foudroyant. He fought closely, bravely and tenaciously and he died for his valour.

Since then the Royal Navy had enjoyed no significant success in European waters. In fact the only real confrontation with the enemy at all had occurred in June when two French frigates were chased into a heavily defended bay near Toulon. Boscawen would not rest until an attempt had been made to cut them out or destroy them where they lay and he sent in a force of three ships. Once inside the confines of the bay, however, the fickle Mediterranean breezes died and the three British warships lay becalmed under the combined guns of the bay’s forts and the frigates themselves. The British ships acquitted themselves with honour, but the operation became a desperate fight for survival. Twenty-six British sailors died, forty-five were wounded and the ships were badly cut up. The frigates, meanwhile, remained in French hands.

This lack of clear opportunities to engage the French on their own terms was all the more galling to British sailors because of the growing belief in the Royal Navy that they were superior to their foe. Certainly the poor result at the Battle of Minorca had been a major blow, but in that battle the much faster French ships had repeatedly drifted out of range of the cumbersome British and the British sailors had simply been unable to fight the fierce and close engagements that they desired. Indeed, the success of the French at Minorca must be attributed more to French skill and guile than to a lack of courage or skill in the crews of the British ships. On the contrary, in 1756 and right through until 1759, the navy rode the crest of a wave of self-belief that had been built on the swell of naval success that had characterized the previous war, the War of the Austrian Succession. Successive devastating naval victories in 1747 at the First and Second Battles of Finisterre, the former under the command of the innovative and inspiring Admiral George Anson and the latter under the dogged and aggressive Admiral Edward Hawke, had demonstrated in no uncertain terms that British seamanship, carefully nurtured by a generation of officers committed to the professionalization of the service, would triumph. The facts spoke for themselves: at the First Battle of Finisterre the entire French fighting force of six ships of the line was taken, along with eighteen of the thirty-eight merchantmen they were escorting. At the Second Battle, five months later, six of the eight French ships of the line were captured, and they were so badly mauled that only two masts remained standing on all six of them. Almost four thousand French sailors were killed or wounded. Admiral Sir Peter Warren, who had fought in the First Battle of Finisterre, summed up the mood of success in these years, claiming that by the winter of 1747 there were more French ships in British ports than in the ports of France.8

A further boost to British motivation, if any was needed, was provided by the evident reluctance of the French to fight. Their ships had not been designed for the rigours of blockade and large-scale fleet-battle, but for transatlantic trade protection and privateering, and French naval strategy reflected this policy. Whereas British squadrons were instructed to take every opportunity to destroy enemy shipping, French ships were instructed to avoid battle if at all possible. Nothing could be more indicative of this to British sailors than the French fleet trying to sneak through the Straits of Gibraltar in the middle of the night. Here was an excellent opportunity for a bold attack by the French on a weakened and ill-prepared enemy lying at anchor in Gibraltar Bay, but they chose instead to run. A visibly fleeing enemy was undeniable proof that they did not want to fight. An immediate and powerful fillip, no other action could give such a significant psychological advantage so powerfully and so completely to the enemy. The French, meanwhile, were now cursed with the insecurity of continually looking over their shoulders to the horizon. A creeping sense of dread could unsettle the minds of the chased as surely as a growing sense of self-belief would swell the hearts of the chasers. This is what had so inspired the British crews to victory at the two Battles of Finisterre, it is what inspired them now and it is what would ultimately lead the Royal Navy to dominate the world’s oceans by the end of the war.

British motives in fighting the French did not of course rest only on the abstract concepts of courage, revenge or perceived personal and national superiority: battle was an unmistakable opportunity to get rich. The value of any prize or prizes was distributed amongst the squadron, the commander-in-chief receiving an eighth, the captain of the victorious ship a quarter, an eighth going to the master and lieutenants, another eighth to the warrant officers and another to the inferior and petty officers. The final quarter was divided between the seamen and marines. We know from a letter written by Boscawen to his wife in 1756 how his men were affected by the prospect of prize money from just a single ship: ‘you can’t think how keen our men are’, he wrote, ‘the hope of prize money makes them happy, and a signal for sail brings them all on deck’.9 And yet here was the possibility of capturing fourteen enemy ships. For the officers this was an opportunity to acquire staggering wealth in just a few short hours. The prizes captured at the First Battle of Finisterre, for example, were valued at £300,000. Indeed so much money could be made and so confident was Boscawen in making it that he built his magnificent house in Hatchlands in Surrey, which can still be viewed today and is owned by the National Trust, in part on the promise of riches alone. ‘I flatter myself to make the French pay for this building this summer’, he wrote to his wife, ‘I have got at least one-fifth of it already and another trip to the southward will bring three or four sugar ships more in our way.’ Boscawen was particularly concerned about the size of his chimneys and the roaring fires they would service, ‘for I have no opinion of a damp house’.10 Here, then, was an opportunity for Boscawen to pay for his house in one glorious action, and never worry about the size of his chimneys again.

In short, therefore, not only did those British sailors who heard the guns of the Gibraltar signal the presence of the French fleet and saw the great Namur slip her cable on that summer evening in Gibraltar in August 1759 see a rare opportunity to vent their frustration on their elusive enemy, but the hope of glory, wealth and promotion was no pipe-dream; it was both a possibility and a necessity. And the sailors knew that the responsibility for the defence of England had fallen to them. ‘Never before’, wrote Sir Geoffrey Callender, one of the earliest historians of the navy, ‘was battle like the battle of Lagos; never was one that counted more to the growing British Empire.’11 It is reasonable to believe from the subsequent rush to get to sea that the sailors knew that they were making history.

Very few sources survive that describe that frantic rush to get the British fleet to sea. We know from the journal of Boscawen’s flag-captain, Captain Buckle, that as soon as they saw the Gibraltar firing guns to alert the fleet, they sent the Namur’s barge to meet her and, when they finally made sail, they did so in such a rush that they rammed and sank the ship’s longboat, which had been moored to the anchor cable by the bow.12 We also know that Boscawen’s dinner party broke up immediately and that he and his officers ran back to their boats, which surprisingly had been hauled clear of the waterline and took some time to re-launch. To those who attended the dinner party, there was more than a whiff of treachery in the air. One young midshipman commented:



They found their barges hauled up upon the beach; done either by, or at the instigation of the Spaniards, to delay as much as possible the Admiral’s return on board; the enemy’s fleet at that very instant making the best of their way through the Gut: whether premeditated or not, is uncertain; but the circumstance was singular.13



While most of the fleet’s officers were hurrying back to their ships, the few lieutenants who had remained in the squadron were sent from ship to ship with orders for the crews not to wait for the return of their captains, but to bend their sails as quickly as possible, to weigh anchor and to head for the open sea behind the Namur. In almost every instance, ships had large parties of officers and sailors ashore and many were left behind in the confusion. For those who were lucky enough to make it to a ship there was little choice about which to board. When the Namur finally cleared Gibraltar Bay, she did so with the captains of two other ships aboard her; the Edgar carried men from the Active; and Robert Harland of Princess Louisa and William Lloyd of the Conqueror swapped ships with each other.14 The noise, hurry and confusion everywhere were remarkable. Not only did the majority of the ships have to bend their sails to the masts and some even re-step their topmasts which had been struck for repair, but every ship also had to be prepared for the coming battle. The Prince had to clear her middle gun deck, which was blocked with casks, and without sufficient time to weigh anchor, they simply cut the cable, leaving the anchor embedded in the seabed. The decks of the America were so encumbered with clutter that much of it was simply thrown overboard. Most of this had to be done with strange crews on strange ships, and with very few officers to orchestrate it.15

Nevertheless, from a state of almost complete dislocation and within three hours of receiving the signal that La Clue was racing through the straits, the flagship and seven other ships of the British fleet had cleared one of the world’s most notorious harbours, which is still renowned today for the eddies and willie-waws which beset it in an easterly wind. It is an achievement that has stunned naval historians ever since and is one of the finest of all examples of the professionalism, belief and discipline which characterized the Royal Navy in the Seven Years War. By 10 p.m. Boscawen was at sea. Ahead of him lay the vastness of the Atlantic, but somewhere tantalizingly close lay the promise of glory. By then the French were well clear of the Straits, and were sailing in line to the north-west. Boscawen ordered the Gibraltar to catch up with them and track them through the night.

As darkness fell on the night of 17 August the situation was precarious for both sides. La Clue knew that he had been sighted on his approach to the Straits, and Boscawen knew that La Clue would have broken into the Atlantic by the time he had cleared Gibraltar Bay. Boscawen led the vanguard of the British force; more ships under Vice-Admiral Thomas Brodrick would catch up as soon as they were able to leave Gibraltar. By 11 p.m. Boscawen was clear of Cabrita Point, where he brought-to to hoist in his boats. He now had to decide where to go. It was quite possible the French fleet had headed directly west for the Caribbean, but Boscawen’s primary concern was that they had headed north-west, to rendezvous at Cadiz or to weather Cape St Vincent and make for the west coast of France. That is the route that he chose. Aboard the Namur the helm was put over and the yards trimmed to take the wind over her starboard quarter. The other ships of the squadron followed his example and they raced to the north-west. Although unprepared for such a rapid departure, Boscawen’s ships were nevertheless freshly scraped, the sails were perfect and their rigging strong. They tore great rents in the sea as they picked up speed, carrying every stitch of canvas possible. Most of the logs record sails splitting and booms breaking under the strain imposed by the eager crews. We know from a letter written by Boscawen to the Admiralty that his ships noticeably out-sailed the French during the chase.16 It is not surprising; in such condition and crewed by such eager men they would have been a match for any warship. But would the dawn reveal an empty horizon or one decorated with the lines of masts and the shapes of sails? Only the rising sun would tell and it was still eight and a half hours away.

La Clue was also faced with a tricky decision. He knew that if his fleet rendezvoused at daylight in the anchorage of Rota, on the northwestern edge of Cadiz Bay, they would be vulnerable to a British attack as Rota was entirely unprotected by shore fortifications. The strong north-easterly wind would also make it difficult to reach the safety of Cadiz; and even if they did make it to safety, the British could as easily blockade them in Cadiz as they had done all summer in Toulon. Their only alternative was to run for the open sea in the hope that the British would suspect that they had headed to Rota or Cadiz, and use the time won by the British detour to escape. This was fine in theory, but in practice it was far from easy. The course required to make Cadiz from the French location off Cape Spartel was perhaps north-north-west, while that required to weather Cape St Vincent was west-north-west; a difference of four points of the compass or a full 45° to the south. Unfortunately
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