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      This is not a reference book, although all sources of quotations are provided for those engaged in family history, naval or
         other types of research, and who might wish to follow up a specific person, ship or incident. Instead, the purpose of the
         book is to give a taste of life on board the warships of Britain’s navy at the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
         using eyewitness accounts from previously unpublished diaries, letters and other manuscripts, mixed with rarely seen accounts
         published in the nineteenth century, as well as a few familiar voices.
      

      
      This was not a world of the proverbial ‘rum, sodomy and the lash’, but rather one of grog, women, occasional carnage, hopes,
         fears, dangers, hard work and boredom. The warships were not props in a costume drama, but working war machines, and they
         appear in scenes that do not always match our expectations. Frequently, the background cacophony of carpenters, blacksmiths
         and the other trades needed to keep the ship afloat and in fighting trim would drown out the sound of the wind in the rigging.
         Noisy animals kept for food were crammed into pens or roamed the decks, adding a farmyard flavour to the sea air, and on washing
         days lines were festooned with drying laundry. The seamen and marines were constantly at work, sailing, cleaning and repairing
         the ship, and shore leave was hardly ever permitted for fear of desertion.
      

      
      The navy of this time has many names – Royal Navy, British Navy, English Navy, King George’s Navy, His Majesty’s Navy, Nelson’s Navy – but for the men, women and children in the warships it was, for a brief period of months or years, their home and close
         family.
      

      
   
      
      INTRODUCTION
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      SCUM OF THE EARTH

      
      
         History, of all literary productions, is the most important, pleasing, and instructive, as it is the record of the manners,
            and customs of nations, with their religion and polity, and all their relative transactions. It also represents to us the
            actions of all those who have made themselves conspicuous on the theatre of the world … In short, everything calculated to
            interest us in life is contained in history.
         

         George Watson, an able seaman from Newcastle, who wrote about his life in the Royal Navy1

      

      
      Anyone making the mistake of referring to a sailor as being on a ship is often told that the term is in a ship, not on it – the same as saying in a house rather than on a house. Of all the military forces, the navy is the only one where large fighting machines are also the homes of their crews.
         During the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, sailors of the Royal Navy were at sea for long periods, often several years
         at a time, and they were rarely allowed shore leave, not even for a single day, for fear of desertion. In 1811 James Wathen,
         who was about to sail as a passenger to India, was given a guided tour by boat among the warships anchored at Spithead:
      

      
      
         ‘Each of those tremendous, though beautiful floating castles,’ said my guide, – ‘each of those first-rates, contain when at
            sea an active garrison of one thousand men, one hundred pieces of ordnance, with provisions and ammunition for six months; a burthen of
            between two and three thousand tons!’ … Such are the effects of the skill and industry of man, excited by thirst of gain,
            the desire of protection, or ambition, and set in motion by the energies of a warlike and commercial nation.2

      

      
      These warships were Britain’s ‘wooden walls’ – meaning not the walls of a house, but the defensive walls of a town or city.
         The term originated in the fifth century BC, when the oracle at Delphi was consulted by the Athenians in the face of threats
         by the Persians. According to Herodotus, they were told to rely on their wooden walls. Most defensive walls in Greece were
         of stone, but eventually the prophecy was interpreted correctly – they should defend themselves with wooden warships. As a
         result, in 480 BC the Persians were defeated at the naval battle of Salamis.
      

      
      In Nelson’s navy, every warship was a community, comparable to a village or small town, and the history of naval warfare at
         this time is not just a record of battles and skirmishes, successes and failures, but the story of how the men and boys, as
         well as a handful of women and young children, lived from day to day. Many of these seamen were the nautical equivalent of
         those common soldiers described by a despairing Wellington as ‘the scum of the earth’3 in his dispatches from northern Spain in June 1813 after the Battle of Vittoria. Yet it was widely acknowledged that the
         navy, not the army, was Britain’s foremost fighting force, and even Wellington relied on it to safeguard his supply lines.
         Marmaduke Wybourn, a marine officer, could not help being impressed by life on board one warship in 1801:
      

      
      
         What an astonishing thing is a large ship, only conceive, we have 58 heavy guns, near 1100 men and baggage, camp equipment
            etc., for the whole regiment, with provisions and water for five months on board, and yet we ride securely in defiance of
            winds and waves over the most dreadful monsters of the deep and visit the remotest quarters of the globe? What man that is
            at all contemplatively inclined, can behold at night the Ship forcing her way through seas ‘foaming with madness’ in almost opposite directions to the winds, the changes and variety of
            colours, and the sparkling particles like fire, looking exactly as though we were sailing through a flaming phosphorus, without
            feeling sensations the most sublime and delightful?4

      

      
      Nelson was born in 1758 – some two and a half centuries ago – and this book is about the everyday lives of the ordinary sailors
         and marines, as well as some of the officers, who served in the navy in Nelson’s time – the navy that he joined as a captain’s
         servant at the age of twelve in 1771 and the navy that he left behind after his death at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805,
         up to the defeat of Napoleon in 1815. The story of these sailors and marines has a wide geographical sweep, in all seasons,
         right round the globe, at a time of social upheaval. In Britain the start of the Industrial Revolution was drastically changing
         the social, political and physical landscapes; in Europe and America the Age of Enlightenment was giving way to the Age of
         Revolution, as knowledge began to spread to the majority of the population, bringing disillusion with the established order.
         This historical setting encompasses the American War of Independence, the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars against France
         and much of Europe, and the 1812 war with America, but the famous battles were not won by Nelson and other officers single-handedly.
      

      
      At the Battle of Trafalgar over 17,000 men were on board the twenty-seven British ships, and they faced a fleet that appeared
         overwhelmingly superior, with thirty-three ships carrying over 30,000 men, but they defeated them – not because of Nelson’s
         leadership or innovative tactics, but through the skill, courage and tenacity of the sailors and marines that he had come
         to rely on and respect. It was men more than ships that made the difference between success and failure, but such superiority
         of skill did not appear overnight. The year after Nelson was born, the actor David Garrick wrote the celebrated song ‘Heart
         of Oak’, with its stirring refrain:
      

      
      
         Heart of oak are our ships,
         

         
         Heart of oak are our men;

         
         We always are ready, steady, boys, steady!

         
         We’ll fight and we’ll conquer, again and again.5

         
      

      
      In the age of sail, the backbone of the navy was the ordinary seaman, the Jack Tar. The word ‘tar’ was in use by the 1600s,
         and became a familiar term for a sailor. It was particularly used by the officers to describe the men. At times it was prefixed
         by ‘jolly’ and it probably derived from ‘tarpaulin’, which was a sheet of canvas that was coated with tar to make waterproof
         cloth. Because it was black in colour, it is thought by some that the word ‘tarpaulin’ may have originated from ‘tar’ and
         ‘pall’, suggesting a similarity to a funeral pall. A sailor’s waterproof hat was also called a tarpaulin, and the term ‘tarpaulin’
         was applied to those few officers who rose from the ranks and so were not gentlemen.
      

      
      The origin of ‘Jack’ – a familiar term for John – is disputed, but it was frequently a generic name given to anyone from the
         common mass of people. The term ‘Jack the Tar’ appears in an engraving of 1756 (the start of the Seven Years War with France)
         entitled ‘The Invasion’ by William Hogarth. The verses at the bottom of the engraving, also written by David Garrick, began:
      

      
      
         See John the Soldier, Jack the Tar,

         
         With Sword & Pistol arm’d for War,

         
         Should Monsir dare come here!!

         
         The Hungry Slaves have smelt our Food,

         
         They long to taste our Flesh and Blood,

         
         Old England’s Beef and Beer!6

         
      

      
      In 1770 the playwright and essayist Francis Gentleman published a book of critical reviews, The Dramatic Censor, that he dedicated to David Garrick and in which one actor was described as ‘stalking backward and forward, like a Jack-tar
         on the quarter-deck’.7 ‘Jack Tar’ was applied to both American and British seamen, and one instance relating to the American War of Independence
         is a song that begins, ‘Come brave honest Jack Tar, once more will you venture? Press warrants they are out: I would have you to enter.’8 Known as ‘Jack Tar’, this song was first published in 1776. The men would frequently call themselves ‘Jack’ or ‘Jack Tar’,* while the officers also used the terms ‘the Men’ or ‘the People’. The words ‘sailor’ and ‘seamen’ are now interchangeable,
         but sailor once meant a person who managed the sails.
      

      
      The black substance known as tar was an intrinsic ingredient of life at sea, since it was used for waterproofing and protection,
         and barrels of tar were always stored on board. Up to the late eighteenth century, a warship’s outer hull was protected underwater
         from shipworm attack by being coated with a mixture of tar and hair held in place by thin sheets of planking. The gaps between
         planks (seams) of a ship were also kept watertight by caulking, in which oakum (strands of old rope mixed with tar) was forced
         into the cracks with iron tools, and the seams were then sealed with tar. Tar was also used to try to prevent various ropes
         from rotting through the damaging effects of wind and sea water – ropes were made from vegetable fibre, usually hemp (wire
         ropes were then unknown). Tar therefore pervaded everything, right down to the skin and clothing of the seamen, who would
         also use tar to waterproof their hats and coats.
      

      
      The Royal Navy obtained barrels of tar primarily from the Baltic, with some from North America. It was manufactured by burning
         pine resin in the vast forests of northern Europe, and was generally referred to as Stockholm tar because Stockholm was the
         major exporting port. The 9th Earl of Dundonald – the father of Thomas Cochrane, the maverick naval officer – was a gifted
         scientist and in 1780 he developed a new method of extracting tar from the coal that was mined on his Culross Abbey estate.
         He could see that the tar would be beneficial in ships and for coating iron to prevent rusting. While his discoveries were
         brilliant, he was a disastrous businessman, and others successfully adapted his work and made their fortune, especially the
         use of coal gas for lighting, which he thought was only a novelty. In fact, tar and coke became profitable by-products of producing gas from
         coal.
      

      
      Tar can occur naturally as bitumen, and when his ship was patrolling the Ionian Islands in 1812, the seaman George Watson
         was allowed to land at Zakynthos, where, he said, ‘there is a well, in the middle of a corn field, that produces tar, and
         all around the margin of it to some distance, is this bituminous substance, and by putting a ladle into this well … you may
         draw it up full, and it is so perfect in nature, it only requires boiling to be fit for use. I was at this place with some
         others, and got a barrel of its contents as a specimen.’9 These natural bitumen springs had been utilised for hundreds of years and were even mentioned by Herodotus. Another source
         occurs close to the River Severn in Coalbrookdale in Shropshire. It was known since at least the late seventeenth century
         and was believed to have medicinal properties. Dundonald became involved in the Coalbrookdale industries, including tar extraction,
         and in 1786 a further spring of bitumen was discovered when an underground canal was being dug. This ‘tar tunnel’ subsequently
         produced thousands of gallons of tar. The Admiralty and the shipbuilders, though, were reluctant to adopt Dundonald’s tar
         for protecting hulls, and shortly afterwards coppering of ships became standard practice instead – covering the outer hull
         with thin copper sheets. This not only protected vessels from shipworm, but slowed down the encrustation of the hull and so
         made the vessels faster.
      

      
      Within the close wooden walls of sailing warships, young boy volunteers, all kinds of civilian seamen from fishermen to smugglers,
         raw novices conscripted by the press-gang, and numerous foreign recruits were trained, disciplined and gradually absorbed
         into crews that formed the front line in the defence of Britain. Although from a seafaring island, these men in the Royal
         Navy were not always bred to the sea, nor were many of them willing volunteers, yet they lived, fought and sometimes died
         together as a real ‘band of brothers’.
      

      
      The marines are also part of this story. They were sea soldiers who served on board warships as sentries, forming a buffer
         between the officers and the seamen. In naval engagements, they provided small-arms fire with muskets, and they also took
         part in attacks on land, aided the press-gangs and frequently helped out on board. Since 1755 the marine regiments had been under the control of the government department known as the Admiralty, and in 1802 they became
         the Royal Marines. Two years later the Royal Marine Artillery was formed. Like army soldiers, the redcoats, the marines wore
         red tunics and were frequently called ‘jollies’ by the sailors. Naval officers wore a blue uniform, and although ordinary
         seamen did not have a uniform, blue was a preferred colour, and so they were nicknamed ‘bluejackets’, while soldiers and marines
         were ‘lobsters’.
      

      
      According to Daniel Goodall, who enlisted as a marine in 1805, there was a ‘hereditary dislike popularly supposed to be entertained
         by the blue jackets for the “lobsters” – for Jack is declared on authority to “hate a marine as the Devil hates holy water”’.10 While operating along the Adriatic coast in boats in 1812, the seaman George Watson said that they were accompanied by both
         marines and soldiers: ‘You would have laughed to see the distinction [Lieutenant Augustus] Cannon, who always commanded the
         squadron, made when addressing them, and the marines, in discharging their muskets, as they generally fired alternately; he
         used to cry, “Well done, fire soldier!” then, “fire marine!” conformably to the idea which the Jack tars entertain of marines,
         viz. that they are, neither soldier nor sailor.’11

      
      Captain Basil Hall gave a caricature picture of marines and seamen in order to highlight their differences:

      
      
         The words Marine and Mariner differ by one small letter only; but no two races of men, I had well nigh said two animals, differ
            from one another more completely than the ‘Jollies’ and the ‘Johnnies’* … Jack wears a blue jacket, and the Jolly wears a red one. Jack would sooner take a round dozen [lashes], than be seen with
            a pair of braces across his shoulders; while the marine, if deprived of his suspensors, would speedily be left sans culotte.
            A thorough-going, barrack-bred, regular-built marine, in a ship of which the sergeant-major truly loves his art, has, without
            any very exaggerated metaphor, been compared to a man who has swallowed a set of fire-irons; the tongs representing the legs,
            the poker the back-bone, and the shovel the neck and head. While, on the other hand, your sailor-man is to be likened to nothing, except
            one of those delicious figures in the fantoccini [puppet] show-boxes, where the legs, arms, and head, are flung loosely about
            to the right and left, no one bone apparently having the slightest organic connexion with any other; the whole being an affair
            of strings, and springs, and universal joints!12

      

      
      Now that air travel is the most common form of passenger transport overseas, it is too easy to overlook just how important
         shipping was in the past. Despite the Channel Tunnel, Britain is an island, and the vast majority of imports and exports still
         travel by sea. Without any trade by sea Britain might not starve immediately, but the problems of providing subsistence would
         prove immense. It was during the wars with France that Britain gained effective control of maritime global trade, after which
         navy and merchant ships became essential for the survival of the nation and the rise of the empire. Involvement with shipping
         spread far inland, and at the end of the war, one naval officer remarked that ‘there are few families [in Britain] who either
         are not actually, or may not soon be, connected with the naval service’.13 Anyone researching their family history in Britain today is therefore likely to find close connections with the sea, and
         most people have at least one Jack Tar in their ancestry.
      

   
      
      A FEW FACTS AND FIGURES

      
      
         I shall not use many nautical expressions, but when they occur, I will not divert you from the subject, by explanatory annotations,
            as, I think, terms used at sea, are so generally known, to you, and this commercial country at large, that it would only be
            a waste of time to illustrate them.
         

         George Watson in the introduction to his memoirs, published in 18271

      

      
      Although many people today are familiar with boats as a leisure pastime, very few are associated with the sea professionally,
         either directly or indirectly, and so Watson’s words no longer hold true. Most people do not understand nautical terms, though
         they may use old naval expressions unwittingly in their everyday language (such as in ‘the devil to pay!’*). The following paragraphs are therefore intended for those who are perhaps new to naval history or for those who want to
         be reminded of information that has slipped their grasp.
      

      
      Nelson’s navy was the Royal Navy, but was far more frequently referred to as the British Navy by officers and other writers
         of the time, and is still commonly referred to as such by historians today, especially when there is likely to be confusion
         with navies of other states that also had a ‘royal navy’. It was occasionally described as the English Navy, just as the word
         England was used, even by Scotsmen, to describe Great Britain. Nelson in his correspondence calls the service ‘the Navy’, ‘His Majesty’s Navy’ or ‘His Majesty’s
         Royal Navy’ – his Majesty being King George III, who ruled from 1760 to 1820, although owing to severe illness his son the
         Prince of Wales (the future George IV) became Prince Regent in 1811.
      

      
      Names of ships can be even more confusing, because some British ships had French-sounding names, such as the Guerriere, and some French ships had English-sounding names, like the Berwick. This arose when the original names of captured ships were retained. The Guerriere was a French frigate (La Guerrière) that was captured by the Blanche frigate in a fierce battle off the Faroe Islands in 1806 and was then incorporated into the Royal Navy with the same name,
         though French accents were usually dropped. Blanche was the name given to a frigate that was built in 1786 at Bursledon and wrecked through pilot error off Holland thirteen
         years later. The name Blanche was then given to another frigate that was being built at Deptford, but that vessel was captured in July 1805. A few months
         earlier the Spanish Amfitrite was captured off Cadiz and came into service with the Royal Navy in 1806. There was already an Amphitrite in the Royal Navy, and so the Spanish ship was renamed Blanche – it was this ship that captured the Guerriere. The Blanche was wrecked off Ushant eight months later, and the Guerriere was destroyed by the American frigate Constitution in 1812. The seamen also gave nicknames to their ships, especially when the official names were difficult to pronounce, such
         as Billy Ruffian for the Bellerophon. The men were often referred to collectively by their ship’s name, such as ‘the Shannons’.
      

      
      Sailing warships depended on wind, which was harnessed by sails, for their power, and they were constrained by wind direction
         in their manoeuvrability. The warships were square-rigged, which meant that the sails in their neutral position hung from
         the three masts (vertical poles) across (‘square to’) the breadth of the vessel (whereas fore-andaft vessels had the sails
         running down the length of the vessel). The sails themselves were not square, but rectangular or tapering, and they were made
         by sailmakers from lengths of canvas cloth. The canvas was manufactured from flax that was imported largely from the Baltic.
      

      
      The three masts were the foremast (at the forecastle), mainmast (the largest mast, near the centre) and mizzenmast (on the
         quarter-deck). The bowsprit was a fourth mast that extended at an angle from the bow of the ship (the front or ‘fore’ end).
         Masts of warships were not a single piece of wood but comprised several sections. The lower mast was made up of pieces of
         timber fitted together. On top of the lower mast was a topmast, made from a single pole (tree trunk), which was in turn surmounted
         by a topgallant mast, also a single pole. In bad weather the topgallant mast and the topmast could be lowered – struck – to
         the deck to reduce the weight and exposure to the wind. The sails were supported by the yards, which were poles that were
         at right-angles to the masts and could be hoisted up and down. The yards were named according to their mast and their position
         on the mast, such as the fore topgallant yard right at the top of the foremast. The end of the yard was the yardarm, and the
         foreyardarm was all too familiar as the place from which condemned men were hanged.
      

      
      The standing rigging comprised shrouds and stays, which were ropes that were permanently in place to support the masts, yards
         and bowsprit. The shrouds prevented the masts moving sideways, and stays prevented forward and backward movement. The ropes
         known as running rigging were ones that passed through pulley blocks, and they were used to hoist and lower the yards and
         control the sails. A single ship of the line had about 40 miles of rope of different sizes, for rigging, anchors and guns,
         as well as about one thousand pulley blocks, and the sails covered over an acre in area.
      

      
      In a battle the tactics of a sailing ship were dictated by weather conditions, even down to which side of an enemy vessel
         was attacked. Being downwind from an enemy was regarded as a defensive position, because a ship only had to hoist more sails
         to escape, while being upwind was an attacking position. Warships in Nelson’s time were essentially floating platforms from
         which to fire cannons,* which were concentrated down each long side (‘broad side’), as there was no room to fire more than a few cannons from the bow or stern (the rear or ‘after’ part of the ship). The term ‘larboard’ for
         the left-hand side of the ship when looking from the stern towards the bow came to be replaced by ‘port’, because larboard
         was too easily confused with starboard, the term for the right-hand side of the ship. The traditional strategy of fighting
         at sea was for each opposing side to form their warships into a line, bow to stern, parallel with their opponent’s line of
         battle. The two lines of ships would then pound each other at close range until individual ships surrendered or retreated,
         and the simultaneous firing of the guns along one side was called a broadside. The biggest ships were known as ‘ships of the
         line’ – so called because these were the battleships, carrying at least sixty-four guns (cannons), that traditionally formed
         the line of battle. The term ‘battleship’ is an abbreviation of ‘line of battle ship’.
      

      
      Ships of the line were rated according to the number of guns and therefore the number of gun decks – decks that were strong
         enough to support the weight of the guns. First rates (such as the Victory) had one hundred guns or more and three gun decks (‘three-deckers’) – three full decks that carried guns. These ships were
         usually flagships, as they were large enough to accommodate an admiral, who was a flag officer. Second rates also had three
         gun decks and ninety to ninety-eight guns. Third rates were the most common and had two gun decks (‘two-deckers’) and sixty-four
         to eighty-four guns. Fourth rates also had two gun decks, and fifty to sixty guns, but were not common. The heaviest guns
         were carried on the lower gun deck to prevent the ship being top-heavy. Frigates had one gun deck and were either fifth rates
         with thirty to forty-four guns or sixth rates with twenty to twenty-eight guns.
      

      
      Other Royal Navy vessels such as brigs, sloops, gunboats and bomb vessels were not rated, and technically they were not ships,
         as that term tended to be restricted to vessels that were square-rigged and had a bowsprit and three masts. A brig, for example,
         was a two-masted vessel that usually had fourteen to eighteen guns and was mainly used for running errands. These unrated
         vessels were too small to have a full captain, but instead had a commander as a senior officer, with the courtesy title of ‘captain’. The size of a naval vessel is often expressed by the
         number of guns in brackets after the name, such as Raisonnable (64), Nelson’s first ship in 1771, and Victory (100), the ship in which he died at the Battle of Trafalgar.
      

      
      Apart from the gun decks, warships also had armed quarterdecks and forecastles. The quarterdeck was a part-deck that ran from
         the mainmast to the stern and was the place from where officers controlled the ship, similar to the ‘bridge’ of a modern ship.
         Ships of the line also had a poop, the highest deck of the ship, which was above the quarterdeck and covered about half its
         length. The forecastle (or fo’c’sle) was at the same level as the quarterdeck, but was at the bow. The gap between the forecastle
         and the quarterdeck was the waist. The next deck down was the main deck, or upper gun deck, which ran the entire length of
         the ship. This was also called the weather deck, as it was open to the weather in the centre, at the waist. In a three-decker
         ship there was a main deck, middle deck and lower deck, which were all gun decks, though at times the term gun deck is used
         just to refer to the lower deck.
      

      
      Access between decks was up and down ladders, which were difficult for those new to sea life, as Midshipman William Dillon
         admitted: ‘I found the ladders communicating from one deck to the other rather awkward. Not being used to going down them,
         my feet often slipped, and my back, coming in contact with the steps, caused considerable pain.’2 In bad weather gunports on the lower gun deck were closed to prevent the ship being swamped. The men ate and slept on the
         middle and lower decks, but the height of decks was dictated by the working space needed for the guns, not the comfort of
         the men. The headroom below decks was dependent on the design of the ship and on the need to balance the weight of the cannons
         on upper decks against the stores and ballast at the bottom of the ship for stability and good sailing qualities. Generally,
         the smaller the ship, the lower the headroom below decks. When the length of a ship is given, this refers to the gun deck.
         The Victory is 186 feet long and nearly 52 feet wide, but has an overall external length of 227 feet 6 inches.
      

      
      Decks at or below the water-line did not carry guns, and had even less headroom. Below the lower deck (and below the water-line)
         of ships of the line was the orlop* deck, used for stores and the quarters of various warrant officers. The midshipmen had their quarters in the part of the
         orlop deck known as the cockpit, which in time of battle was taken over by the surgeon. Below the orlop deck was the hold,
         which was divided into compartments by partitions known as bulkheads. The hold of the Victory measured 150 feet long, 50 feet wide and 21 feet high. Compartments of the hold contained the ship’s stores and gunpowder
         magazines. At the very bottom of the hold was ballast of shingle and iron pigs, above which were stored hundreds of wooden
         casks containing water, beer, meat and other provisions.
      

      
      Ships also carried small boats of various kinds, such as jolly boats, cutters, yawls and barges, which were critical for the
         day-to-day operations. These were not lifeboats but were used for essential tasks, such as conveying officers and men from
         ship to shore or to other ships, transporting stores and water, moving the ship when in a confined space or with no wind,
         and in amphibious attacks. They were housed side-by-side on beams across the open space between the quarterdeck and forecastle
         – the waist – or were hung from davits on either side of the stern. They were lowered and hoisted back up with lifting tackle,
         and were equipped with sails and oars (sweeps) for rowing. They could also be towed behind the ship when not in use, something
         that was usually done in battles to prevent them being smashed, with splinters flying about the decks.
      

      
      There are no precise figures for the number of ships in the service of the Royal Navy at any one time, but in 1776, not long
         after Nelson joined, there were around 373 ships, of which 58 were ships of the line and 198 were frigates. Many were laid
         up in ordinary – kept in reserve in rivers and harbours, without guns, stores and upper masts, without a full crew and not
         ready to sail. In 1793 there were 411 ships, of which 169 were laid up or being repaired, in 1804 there were 726 ships, including 216 ships of the line and 204 frigates, and in 1811 there were 1019 ships.
      

      
      Sizeable crews were needed to man the guns and control the sails, though many ships did not have their full entitlement because
         of difficulties in finding enough men. First-rate ships were allowed a crew of 850 or more, second-rates 750 to 850 men, third-rates
         500 to 720, fourth-rates 350 to 420, fifth-rates 215 to 295, and sixth-rates 120 to 195. No exact figures are available for
         the numbers of men who were serving at any one time in the Royal Navy, but in 1771 there were around 26,000 men in total,
         including marines, rising to about 95,000 ten years later. By 1786, after the ending of the American War of Independence,
         the numbers reduced to about 13,500, but after war broke out with France in 1793, the figure expanded to over 81,000. By 1801
         there were more than 118,000 men. During the Peace of Amiens the numbers dropped to below 50,000, but grew to over 109,000
         by 1805 and over 130,000 men by 1813. At the end of the war this diminished to fewer than 80,000 men.
      

      
      In 1776 the complement of marines increased to just over 10,000, and rose to 25,000 by 1783, but with the conclusion of the
         American War of Independence the number of marines was slashed to fewer than 4500. After war began with France in 1793, the
         numbers increased to nearly 20,000, but they were reduced in the short-lived peace in 1803 to just over 12,000. By 1810 there
         were over 30,000 marines.
      

      
      Individual fleets were given geographical names, according to their area of operation, the main one being the Channel fleet.
         This patrolled the English Channel from Selsey Bill in Sussex to as far south as Ferrol in Spain. Fleets could be divided
         into several squadrons that operated within a smaller area, while some squadrons were independent. The North Sea fleet was
         responsible for the eastern stretch of the English Channel as well as the North Sea up to Shetland, while other fleets and
         squadrons operated in the Baltic, Mediterranean, North America, West Indies, East Indies and Cape of Good Hope. There were
         also bases abroad, though which of these were occupied changed according to the territory that was held by the British and
         who was an ally of Britain at the time. ‘The Fleet’ could also refer to the Royal Navy as a whole, which was formerly divided
         into three squadrons (the red, white and blue), and each squadron was in turn divided into the van, middle and rear divisions.
         These divisions were commanded (in descending order of rank) by admirals, vice-admirals and rear-admirals. Admirals outranked
         vice-admirals, who in turn outranked rear-admirals, but the term ‘admiral’ was loosely used to refer to all three ranks. This
         particular squadron structure with the three colours had long been superseded, but the different ranks of admiral survived.
         At Trafalgar, Nelson was a vice-admiral of the white.
      

      
      Sailors had various approximate measurements for distances that are no longer widely used: a pistol shot was about 25 yards,
         a musket shot approximately 200 yards and a gun (or cannon) shot about 1000 yards. A cable was 200 yards, a fathom was 6 feet,
         and a league was 6116 yards – equivalent to 3 nautical miles. A nautical mile was equivalent to 6116 feet, but is now a distance
         of 6080 feet. A knot was regarded as the speed of 1 nautical mile per hour, or just the distance of 1 nautical mile – speeds
         were still being recorded in knots per hour at this time and not simply in knots as used today. For those better acquainted
         with metric than with the imperial measurements of the time, the following may be useful:
      

      
      
         12 inches (in.) = 1 foot (ft)

         3 feet = 1 yard (yd)

         6 feet = 1 fathom

         22 yards = 1 chain

         10 chains = 1 furlong

         1760 yards = 1 mile

         8 furlongs = 1 mile

         6116 feet = 1 nautical mile (but now 6080 feet)

         2 pints = 1 quart

         4 quarts = 1 gallon

         36 gallons = 1 barrel

         54 gallons = 1 hogshead

         16 ounces (oz) = 1 pound

         14 pounds (lb) = 1 stone

         8 stone = 1 hundredweight (cwt)

         20 hundredweight = 1 ton
         

         12 pence (12d) = 1 shilling (1s)

         20 shillings = £1 (one pound)

         £11s = 1 guinea

         Some imperial–metric conversions are:

         1 inch = 2.54 centimetres

         1 foot = 0.30 metres

         1 yard = 0.91 metres

         1 mile = 1.609 kilometres

         1 pint = 0.568 litres

         1 gallon = 4.54 litres

      

      
      The spelling in eyewitness accounts has been largely corrected and the punctuation and style modernised where needed, particularly
         the tendency to use dashes instead of full stops, ampersands (&) instead of ‘and’, and upper-case letters for the start of
         many words. Ship names have been italicised. Most quotations have only been altered slightly, if at all, and the words and
         meaning have not been changed. Some have been made more readable because lack of education did not necessarily imply lack
         of intelligence, and so leaving the original spelling serves no useful purpose. For example, James Bodie was barely literate
         and wrote in 1807 that ‘it was aGreed among the offsers to Bord hir’, which should read ‘it was agreed among the officers
         to board her’,3 while two years earlier George Price wrote that ‘I think it very hard that I Cannot Git no Letter from You and You Know I
         have no body Ells to Right Too’, which should read ‘I think it very hard that I cannot get no letter from you and you know
         that I have nobody else to write to’.4

      
      Key Events

      
      This list of dates is primarily a reminder of naval or navy-related events and social context from the time that Nelson joined
         the Royal Navy to the final defeat and exile of Napoleon.
      

      
      1758

      
      Nelson was born at Burnham Thorpe, Norfolk (29 September)

      
      1760

      
      George III became king (October)

      
      1771

      
      Spain ceded the Falkland Islands to Britain ( January)

      
      Nelson joined the Royal Navy as midshipman on board the Raisonnable (March)
      

      
      The engineer Richard Trevithick was born (April)

      
      1772

      
      British case law established that a slave landing in England was a free person

      
      Warren Hastings was appointed Governor of Bengal (April)

      
      The poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge was born (October)

      
      1773

      
      The Boston Tea Party, when American colonists protested against the unjust taxation of tea imports (December)

      
      1774

      
      Accession of Louis XVI as king of France (May)

      
      First Continental congress of the thirteen British colonies in America (September)

      
      1775

      
      War of American Independence began with the British defeat at Lexington (April)

      
      1776

      
      The painter John Constable was born ( June)

      
      American Declaration of Independence ( July)

      
      1777

      
      War in America continued with successes on both sides. The Americans were defeated at Germantown in October and that same
         month the British were defeated at Saratoga
      

      
      1778

      
      The French became allies of America, and Britain declared war on France (February)

      
      Ex-prime minister William Pitt (the elder), Earl of Chatham, died (May)

      
      The engineer Humphrey Davy was born (December)

      
      1779

      
      Captain Cook was killed in Hawaii (February)

      
      Spain declared war on Britain and laid siege to Gibraltar ( June)

      
      The first iron bridge, across the River Severn at Coalbrookdale, was completed

      
      1780

      
      Admiral Rodney defeated the Spanish at Cape St Vincent (the Moonlight Battle) and temporarily relieved Gibraltar ( January)

      
      First use of steel pens in England, but quills remained the standard writing implement

      
      Britain declared war on the Netherlands (December)

      
      1781

      
      The engineer George Stephenson was born ( June)

      
      Spain captured Pensacola, Florida, from the British ( July)

      
      Following other British successes during the war in India, the Dutch settlement at Negapatam, Madras, was captured (November)

      
      1782

      
      The British captured Trincomalee, Ceylon, from the Dutch ( January)

      
      Admiral Rodney defeated the French at the Battle of the Saintes in the West Indies (April)

      
      Spain completed the annexation of Florida ( June)
      

      
      The Spanish attack on Gibraltar ended in disaster and the Rock remained British (September)

      
      Admiral Howe relieved the siege of Gibraltar (October)

      
      1783

      
      The Montgolfier brothers experimented with hot air balloons in France ( June)

      
      Simon Bolivar was born ( July)

      
      Peace of Versailles between Britain, France, Spain and America. Britain, France and Spain each recovered some of the territories
         they had lost during the war, and Britain recognised American independence (September)
      

      
      The first manned flight of a hot-air balloon (November)

      
      The first successful trial of a steam-powered paddle boat, built in France by the Marquis Jouffroy d’Abbans

      
      1784

      
      The British signed a peace treaty with Tippoo of Mysore (March) Peace treaty between Britain and Holland (May)

      
      The East India Company was placed under a government board of control to curb territorial expansion in India (August)

      
      Dr Samuel Johnson died (December)

      
      1785

      
      A rotary-action steam engine, built by Boulton and Watt, was installed in a cotton-spinning factory at Papplewick, Nottinghamshire

      
      Alliance between France and Holland (November)

      
      1786

      
      The explorer John Franklin was born (April)

      
      Frederick the Great died (August)

      
      Commercial treaty between Britain and France (September)

      
      1787

      
      The first convoy of convicts (‘The First Fleet’) sailed from Britain to begin the European colonisation of Australia (May)

      
      Political unrest in France

      
      1788

      
      John Walter founded The Times newspaper ( January)
      

      
      The poet Lord Byron was born ( January)

      
      Alliance between Britain and Holland (April)

      
      The foundation of a British settlement in Sierra Leone, as a sanctuary for slaves (August)

      
      The painter Thomas Gainsborough died (August)

      
      1789

      
      George Washington became first president of the USA (April)

      
      The storming of the Bastille in Paris ( July)

      
      The French Revolution began

      
      J.L.M. Daguerre, inventor of the first practical photographs (daguerreo-types), was born (November)

      
      1790

      
      The revolution in France gathered strength, dividing political opinion in Britain

      
      Benjamin Franklin died (April)

      
      British alliance with the Mahrattas in India ( June)

      
      1791

      
      Fearing a war with Russia, Britain began to increase the Royal Navy (March)

      
      Samuel Morse, inventor of the Morse Code, was born (April)

      
      The National Assembly in France made the country a constitutional monarchy (September)

      
      1792

      
      The architect Robert Adam died (March)

      
      France began the Revolutionary Wars by declaring war against Austria (April)

      
      France declared war on Prussia and Sardinia ( July)

      
      USA introduced its own coinage based on the dollar (October)

      
      The trial of Louis XVI began (December)

      
      1793

      
      Execution of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette ( January)

      
      France declared war on Britain and Holland (February)

      
      France declared war on Spain (March)

      
      Admiral Hood occupied the port of Toulon (August)

      
      The British were driven out of Toulon by a young French officer, Napoleon Bonaparte (December)

      
      The invention by Eli Whitney of the cotton gin for processing raw cotton led to a rapid growth of cotton exports from America

      
      1794

      
      The British defeated the French at the Battle of ‘Glorious First of June’ off Ushant ( June)

      
      Slavery was abolished in the colonies of France

      
      1795

      
      The Batavian Republic was established in Holland (March)

      
      Spain signed a peace treaty with France ( July)

      
      The poet John Keats was born (October)

      
      1796

      
      Spain declared war on Britain (October)

      
      The Royal Navy withdrew from the Mediterranean (November)

      
      1797

      
      The British defeated the Spanish at the Battle of St Vincent (14 February)

      
      Mutinies aboard British warships at Spithead and the Nore (May–June)

      
      Failed attack on Santa Cruz by Nelson in which he lost his right arm (July)
      

      
      The British defeated the Dutch at the Battle of Camperdown (October)

      
      1798

      
      Napoleon’s army landed in Egypt ( July)

      
      The French fleet was destroyed by Nelson at the Battle of the Nile (1 August)

      
      Malthus published Essay on the Principle of Population – the start of his campaign to demonstrate that overpopulation inevitably leads to war, famine and epidemics
      

      
      1799

      
      Napoleon was defeated at Acre in Syria (May)

      
      Napoleon escaped from Egypt and returned to France (October)

      
      Napoleon and his allies seized control of France (November)

      
      George Washington died (December)

      
      1800

      
      Britain captured Malta from France (September)

      
      Spain sold Louisiana to France (October)

      
      1801

      
      The first Battle of Copenhagen (2 April)

      
      Peace treaty (of Amiens) between France and Britain (October)

      
      Robert Fulton, working in France, constructed the first practical submarine

      
      1802

      
      The Peace of Amiens was ratified between France and Britain (March)

      
      Napoleon became First Consul of France for life (August)

      
      1803

      
      The hot press began (March)

      
      USA bought Louisiana and New Orleans from France (April)

      
      Start of the Napoleonic Wars between Britain and France (May)

      
      1804

      
      Diamond Rock was captured from the French ( January)

      
      Napoleon declared himself Emperor of the French (May)

      
      Spain declared war on Britain (December)

      
      Napoleon was crowned Napoleon I (December)

      
      The future Victorian prime minister Disraeli was born (December)

      
      1805

      
      Diamond Rock was retaken by the French ( June)

      
      Battle of Trafalgar (21 October), when the French and Spanish were defeated by the British, and Nelson was killed

      
      Strachan’s action when he captured several French warships that had retreated from Trafalgar (November)

      
      Napoleon defeated the combined Russian and Austrian armies at Austerlitz, leading to peace between Austria and France (December)

      
      1806

      
      The Dutch colony of Cape of Good Hope was captured by the British ( January)

      
      Funeral of Nelson (9 January)

      
      Death of Prime Minister William Pitt (the Younger) ( January)

      
      The British defeated the French at the Battle of San Domingo (in San Domingo Bay) (February)

      
      The engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel was born (April)

      
      Expedition to South America (from June)

      
      1807

      
      The unsuccessful Dardanelles expedition (February)

      
      The South America expedition failed ( July)

      
      The British slave trade was abolished (March)

      
      USS Chesapeake was attacked by HMS Leopard ( June)
      

      
      Giuseppe Garibaldi was born ( July)

      
      Bombardment of Copenhagen (August–September)

      
      1808

      
      USA prohibited the import of slaves from Africa ( January)

      
      The Spanish began to revolt against the French (May)

      
      Napoleon abolished the Inquisition in Spain and Italy

      
      1809

      
      Retreat of the British army to Vigo and Corunna and evacuation by sea ( January)

      
      Land battle of Corunna in which Sir John Moore was killed ( January)

      
      Charles Darwin was born (February)

      
      Attack on the French warships in Basque Roads (April)

      
      Unsuccessful Walcheren expedition ( July–December)

      
      The future Victorian prime minister Gladstone was born (December)

      
      Pall Mall in London was illuminated by gas street lights

      
      1810

      
      Guadeloupe was captured by the British from the French (February)

      
      British captured Amboyna in the Molucca Islands (February)

      
      British captured Mauritius (Île de France) (December)

      
      Sweden declared war on Britain (end of year)

      
      Severe winter in Europe (1810–11)

      
      1811

      
      George III was declared insane and the Prince of Wales became Prince Regent (February)

      
      Battle of Lissa (March)

      
      USS President attacked HMS Little Belt (May)
      

      
      Java was taken by the British from the Dutch (August–September)

      
      1812

      
      Charles Dickens was born (February)

      
      United States declared war on Britain ( June, so-called ‘1812 war’)

      
      USS Constitution defeated HMS Guerriere (August)
      

      
      USS United States defeated HMS Macedonian (October)
      

      
      USS Constitution defeated HMS Java (December)
      

      
      1813

      
      USS Hornet defeated HMS Peacock (February)
      

      
      David Livingstone was born (March)

      
      Richard Wagner was born (May)

      
      HMS Shannon defeated USS Chesapeake off Boston ( June)
      

      
      Giuseppe Verdi was born (October)

      
      The first smooth-wheeled steam train was used to pull coal trucks at Wylam colliery, Northumberland

      
      1814

      
      Napoleon abdicated and went into exile on Elba (April)

      
      USS Wasp defeated HMS Reindeer ( June)
      

      
      Battle of Bladensburg (August)

      
      Washington was attacked and burned by the British (August)

      
      The British unsuccessfully attacked Baltimore (September)

      
      The failed British attack on Fort Bowyer at Mobile Point (September)

      
      A peace treaty was signed at Ghent between Britain and America (24 December)

      
      British attack on New Orleans (December–January)

      
      1815

      
      Battle of New Orleans ( January)

      
      Emma Hamilton died ( January)

      
      The Treaty of Ghent was signed in America (February)

      
      Napoleon escaped from Elba (February)

      
      Napoleon landed in France (March)

      
      Battle of Waterloo (18 June)

      
      For more background to this book, please visit our website at www.adkinshistory.com
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      LEARNING THE ROPES

      
      
         He was also as much a sailor, as an hero; he knew every rope in the ship as well as a forecastle man, both how to put it up,
            and how to take it down.
         

         Able Seaman George Watson praising an officer in HMS Eagle1

      

      
      Jack Tar, as a contemporary song had it, ‘dances and sings, and is always content, in his vows to his lass he’ll ne’er fail
         her … Long-side of an enemy, boldly and brave, he’ll with broadside and broadside regale her, yet he’ll sigh to the soul o’er
         that enemy’s grave, so noble’s the mind of a sailor.’2 Songs about naval seamen as well as characters portraying them were common in plays and musical performances in Nelson’s
         time, since they were regarded as heroes who kept the enemy from the shores of Britain. The smart appearance and noble sentiments
         of these stage sailors doubtless inspired many with patriotic fervour and a desire to volunteer for the navy and share their
         glory, but the reality was quite different. The fourteen-year-old Scottish boy Daniel Goodall, when volunteering for the Royal
         Navy at Greenock, was appalled by the sight of his fellow recruits who were waiting to be assigned to a ship:
      

      
      
         A more ruffianly, villainous-looking set of scamps I have rarely had the ill-fortune to fall amongst. True, they were seen
            to the very worst advantage, for they were dirty, ragged, and reckless. Many bore marks of violence received in resistance
            to the press-gang, and the moody sullenness stamped on the faces of most of those victims of Government urgency was in the last degree forbidding. Traces of
            deep debauchery were visible on the faces of the majority, and altogether the picture was such that I had a strong feeling
            of having made a very serious mistake in the choice of a vocation. This impression did not, however, last long, and a more
            careful survey of my companions showed me that there were some honest men enough amongst them, and led me to the inference
            that the greater part of the physical material I saw before me would improve by time and favourable circumstances.3

      

      
      The navy was always short of seamen and took whatever men were available, leaving the officers to make the best of it, as
         Captain Rotheram complained in one of his ‘growls’:* ‘When arranging your Ship’s Company which is just put on board of you by different draughts from all parts, Liverpool, Bristol,
         Hull, Leith, Dublin, Waterford, Cork and Ballyhack, discovering your First Lieutenant to be a lubber, your Boatswain a drunkard,
         your Purser an idiot and your Clerk a fool.’4

      
      Not just the captain, but all the officers of a ship were periodically faced with sorting out a group of fresh recruits sent
         on board to man a newly commissioned ship, or to replace those who had died, been taken to hospital, discharged or deserted.
         These new men always ranged in skill from experienced seamen to absolute novices. They had to be given jobs that made best
         use of their abilities, or, in some cases, jobs where they would do least damage until, quite literally, they ‘learned the
         ropes’ – and became familiar with all the other working parts of a sailing warship. As Captain James Scott commented, ‘a seaman
         cannot, like a recruit [into the army], be formed in six months; it requires more than that number of years to form a tolerably
         good sailor. It is a profession embracing such a variety of incidental and novel circumstances, that unexpected knowledge may at all times be drawn from events by the oldest and most
         experienced seamen.’5

      
      Most new hands found it quite a shock joining a warship – this was a strange and foreign place, completely beyond their previous
         experience. Well into the nineteenth century, when the spreading network of railways in Britain made travel easier, the majority
         of people seldom strayed beyond the bounds of their county, but spent their lives within a few miles of where they were born.
         Even those relatively close to the coast were unlikely to set foot in a ship unless they were connected to some seafaring
         trade. The Scottish officer Basil Hall, who began his life in the navy in 1802 as a midshipman in HMS Leander, summed up the experiences of many: ‘In most other professions, the transition from the old to the new mode of life is more
         or less gradual, but in that of the sea, it is so totally abrupt, and without intervening preparation, that a boy must be
         either very much of a philosopher or very much of a goose, not to feel, at first, well-nigh overwhelmed with the change of
         circumstances.’6

      
      This was certainly the experience of Henry Walsh, who was from an Irish farming family: ‘I then being an entire stranger to
         the sea and unaccustomed to the ways of a seafaring life, you may judge how strange their manners and customs appeared to
         me’.7 Walsh never wrote home to his parents because, he explained, ‘I did not wish to write to them or let them know where I was
         least [in case] it augment their sorrow in knowing that I was in a man of war, as country people generally is unacquainted
         with the sea, and I have often heard say when I was at home that they would as soon see the death of a child than know of
         him going to sea.’8 Indeed, when Aaron Thomas was staying at Wheatley near Oxford at the end of 1792, before he joined the navy, he found that
         sailors were regarded with suspicion, with one publican declaring that ‘It is a foolish opinion we have got, but none of us
         country people feel a partiality for them.’9

      
      The crew of a warship was very like a community in a town or village, which at that time would have been populated by all
         kinds of craftsmen – little work was mechanised, and much depended upon the skill of various trades. A warship was similarly filled
         with men from diverse backgrounds. Some time between 1805 and 1809, Captain Rotheram compiled a unique and detailed survey
         of his crew* on board the Bellerophon warship, of which he was in charge for two and a half years after the Battle of Trafalgar. Nearly four hundred men were in
         his survey, and Rotheram recorded their former occupations, which included shoemakers, hatters, barbers, watchmakers, snuffmakers,
         farmers, fishermen, glaziers, glassblowers, papermakers, wheelwrights and different types of merchant seaman. Some of these
         men were employed in the same trade on board the Bellerophon, but most had little use for their previous skills – though from time to time men such as shoemakers would have been useful
         to their messmates.
      

      
      For most men and boys, the first navy vessel they boarded was a receiving ship, which usually acted as a clearing house for
         both willing recruits and pressed men. From here they were distributed to warships needing seamen, where they were sorted
         out by one of the officers – usually the first lieutenant. Once on board their allotted ship, they were recorded in pre-printed
         ledger books, known as muster books, which gave a list of the ship’s company. These muster books, periodically submitted to
         the Navy Board (part of the Admiralty), were divided into several columns for entering the man’s allotted number, the date
         of recruitment (pressed or volunteer), age when joining the ship, place and country of birth, name, and when discharged and
         why – D meant discharged, DD discharged dead and R run, meaning deserted. Further columns related to pay and provisions.
      

      
      Detailed descriptions of each man were also compiled by the captains, but these books did not have to be submitted and so
         most have been lost. The seaman Robert Mercer Wilson observed the process:
      

      
      
         On your first appearance on board you are summoned before the First Lieutenant, who interrogates you concerning your profession,
            your abilities as a seaman, place of nativity, and dwelling; name and age, length of time you may have been at sea, whether
            in ships-of-war or merchantmen, to which questions you are looked to for prompt answers. You are then rated on the ship’s
            books according to your abilities, as the First Lieutenant may think fit – at the same time without prejudice or favour being
            shewn to anyone. Should it so happen that you are found not competent to the rating you had at first, you are disrated. But
            previous to being entered on the ship’s books, you are examined by the surgeon to see if you are a fit man for His Majesty’s
            Service … Your description is then stated down by the Captain’s clerk, with the addition of your parents’, relations’, or
            friends’ dwelling; in short, all your connections, in case of your desertion.10

      

      
      This was an era before photography, and the physical traits of a person had to be written down. Only the officers could afford
         to have their portraits painted, often as miniatures for
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