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Introduction

During the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, fought over the course of two decades between 1793 and 1815, the Royal Navy established its reputation as one of the most effective fighting institutions in history. The Navy’s primary objective was to achieve and maintain naval dominance – that is to say, control of the sea – an aim secured as a consequence of its superiority in leadership, morale, seamanship and gunnery. Not only did the Navy play a fundamental part in the defeat of France, it periodically opposed, usually with remarkable success, her allies, Holland, Spain and Denmark, so establishing a maritime supremacy which would remain unchallenged for the next hundred years.




	Number of first to sixth rate ships at key points, 1793–1815



	1 Jan
	Type
	Number
	Tonnage



	1793
	Line
	   26
	  44,116



	 
	Total
	   83
	  87,893



	1803
	Line
	   32
	  54,800



	 
	Total
	 116
	131,367



	1805
	Line
	   83
	148,929



	 
	Total
	 209
	261,491



	1815
	Line
	   47
	  85,804



	 
	Total
	 188
	213,472
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Nelson boarding the San Josef at the battle of St Vincent, 14 February 1797. Acting without orders, Nelson boldly left the line and placed his 74, the Captain in the path of a group of Spanish ships seeking to flee from the action, in so doing colliding with the San Nicolas (84), which in turn crashed into the San Josef (112). Nelson immediately boarded the former and, discovering the captain had surrendered, crossed onto the deck of the San Josef, thus capturing two enemy ships in succession – a feat later described as ‘Nelson’s Patent Bridge for Boarding First Rates’. (Umhey Collection)
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Such was the superiority of the Royal Navy that it emerged victorious in every major encounter at sea during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. A good deal of its other roles, however, are not so easily represented by cartography, including blockade duty, the war on commerce, amphibious operations, coastal patrolling and raids, and the protection of merchantmen in convoys.
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The Indefatigable (44) and Amazon (36) take on the larger, though damaged, Droits de l’Homme (74), off the French coast on 13–14 January 1797. Having fled from an abortive expedition to Bantry Bay on the Irish coast, the French third rate encountered the two British frigates, both on blockade duty off Brest. (Stratford Archive)
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Operating throughout the oceans of the world, from the Channel, the North and Baltic Seas, to the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, the West Indies and beyond, the Navy defended Britain’s trade routes and contributed to the expansion and defence of her empire; prevented the enemy from making use of its colonial resources and raw materials; made possible the dispatch of expeditionary forces (as well as fleets) wherever Britain chose, especially to seize enemy colonies; and enabled Britain to protect and pursue her own interests, and those of her allies. Above all, the Navy provided the nation’s first line of defence against invasion.

This study examines the structure of the Royal Navy – the government apparatus in London which managed it, its dockyards and bases, the organization of its crews, the manner in which their responsibilities were divided, the hierarchy of command aboard the vessels and the tasks performed by a ship’s company from ordinary seaman to admiral. The ships themselves are described in terms of their ratings and armament, providing insight into the capabilities of the vessels that comprised the most formidable navy of its day, together with discussion of the tactics employed in battle.

The success of the Royal Navy during this period rested on a combination of factors, not least the efficient manner in which it was organized and led. These features, together with advances in ship design, gunnery, discipline and seamanship, were the products of generations of change that enabled the Navy to reach maturity by the beginning of the 19th century.


Combat mission

The roles performed by the Royal Navy were manifold, with its primary function being the defence of the United Kingdom from invasion. It was also required to blockade enemy fleets in port so as to leave the initiative at sea in British hands. By confining the enemy’s principal warships to their berths, the Navy was free to harass enemy shipping and enable the Army to conquer overseas possessions, however far flung they might be. The Royal Navy was also responsible for protecting British merchant vessels plying the seas to and from the Continent, across the Atlantic to America, Canada and the West Indies, in and out of the Mediterranean as far as the Levant, and around the Cape of Good Hope to India and the East Indies. In addition, the Navy performed the general task of maintaining a permanent presence at sea, cruising for the purpose of hindering the movements of enemy warships and merchant vessels. The Navy also supported the operations of the Army, whether it was conducting short-term operations, as in the West Indies where ships were required to transport troops for the seizure of particular islands, or where fighting took place over an extended period, as during the Peninsular War (1808–14) when the Navy maintained communication and supply routes between Britain and Wellington’s Army in Spain and Portugal. Finally, the Navy was expected to bring the enemy’s main fleet to battle and there, if possible, to destroy it.

Defending the coast of southern England entailed constant patrolling, in conjunction with a vigilant watch over the Channel ports, particularly Brest. So long as the enemy’s main fleets could be bottled up in port their location was, self-evidently, known (whereas, of course, when at sea they could easily elude detection), even if maintaining them in place could not be absolutely assured. Like those on blockade duty, ships assigned to convoy merchant vessels often remained at sea for many months, particularly those assigned to protect trade to and from India, to which a return journey took in the order of six months. Even to North America the journey lasted four to six weeks depending on the winds and current. When conveying troops for operations overseas, the Navy cleared the path of enemy vessels and protected the transports carrying the infantry, cavalry and artillery, which necessarily composed the expeditionary force.
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The battle of the Nile, 1–2 August 1798. By destroying the French fleet in Aboukir Bay, Nelson not only isolated – and thus neutralized – Bonaparte’s Army in Egypt, but re-established the naval presence in the Mediterranean that Britain had lost in 1796 as a result of the Franco-Spanish alliance of that year. (Philip Haythornthwaite)
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The seizure of the French sugar islands in the Caribbean played a fundamental part in British naval strategy. Practically every French-held island in the Caribbean was captured by forces conveyed by the Royal Navy, only to be restored to France at the Peace of Amiens in 1802. When war was renewed the following year, a series of British expeditions retook the islands, denying France vital raw materials and the considerable revenue generated by her formerly lucrative West Indian trade.

The ultimate aim of the Navy was, however, to seek out the main enemy battle fleet and destroy it, an objective effected only gradually as a result of the six most decisive battles of the period: First of June (1794), St Vincent (1797), Camperdown (1797), Nile (1798), Copenhagen (1801) and Trafalgar (1805). In all but two of these cases (Nile and Copenhagen) the enemy fleet was caught in the open sea and defeated through superior tactics, gunnery and ship handling. At the Nile and at Copenhagen, the British attacked while the French and Danes, respectively, were at anchor and confident of their apparently unassailable position. Yet again, superior British training, discipline and firepower proved more than a match for their adversaries. In the case of Trafalgar, the defeat inflicted on the combined Franco-Spanish fleet proved so crippling that it prevented the French from ever again seriously challenging British naval supremacy, and constituted such a mortal blow to Spanish maritime power as to bring a definitive end to her position as a great naval power – a process which had begun as long ago as the defeat of the Armada in 1588.
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HMS Shannon captures USS Chesapeake, 1 June 1813, in one of the most celebrated frigate actions of the War of 1812. In a mere matter of minutes, Captain Philip Broke of the Shannon systematically pummelled his adversary’s port side with accurate and highly destructive fire, killing the quartermasters, disabling the wheel and forcing Chesapeake to luff up out of control. Already seriously wounded in the opening salvo, James Lawrence, the American captain, was struck again, and while lying in the cockpit to receive medical care issued his famous order, ‘Don’t give up the ship!’ But it was to no avail: the Shannon raked the stricken vessel, and when exploding ammunition cleared away those standing on Chesapeake’s quarterdeck, Broke personally led a boarding party and seized the ship after a brief, though bloody hand-to-hand encounter in which Broke was clubbed by a musket butt and received a serious blow from a cutlass. (Stratford Archive)

Recruitment and the press

The younger sons of the middle class – as opposed to the aristocracy, which preferred the Army since only there could wealth secure an instant commission – entered the Navy as aspiring officers, and often did so from a young age. A boy of 12, for instance, might begin in the capacity of a captain’s servant, which only meant that he was in effect a trainee and not an actual servant. After a few years at sea he could become a midshipman, a type of noncommissioned officer immediately below the rank of lieutenant. A few men spent time at the Royal Naval Academy, Portsmouth, but most young officers received their education and training aboard ship under the tutelage of the ship’s schoolmaster or chaplain, who guided them in mathematics, navigation and other subjects. Once he reached the age of 20 (and the required six years’ service at sea), a midshipman took the lieutenant’s examination, the passing of which entitled him to that commissioned rank and enabled him thereafter to work his way up the ladder of promotion. While this could be an extremely slow process, in wartime it was not necessarily so, owing to deaths in combat and, above all, from sickness and disease. One could also achieve promotion through patronage – what contemporaries called ‘interest’. Since, in marked contrast to the Army, a commission could not be purchased nor promotion secured by financial means, making the best use of one’s personal connections was the next best option.

In theory the Navy, like the Army, was a volunteer force, but with the Navy’s worldwide commitments always increasing and its ship-building programme seemingly perpetual, Britain was chronically short of men, with only 65,000 men available in 1794, gradually rising to 140,000 men in 1815. Losses, of course, had to be replaced, and could result from a combination of factors: combat deaths and injury, disease, desertion and injuries sustained in the ordinary course of what was a hazardous duty even without an enemy in sight. The number of volunteers was never sufficient for the nation’s needs because conditions aboard ship were so poor, with considerable periods spent at sea, dreadful food, harsh discipline and low pay.
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Boarding action. Although such attacks often took place when two ships stood abreast, often secured together by hooks or chains, they could also involve ships’ boats, as depicted here. A midshipman, dressed in black coat and round hat, urges both sailors and marines forward into the ferocity of hand-to-hand combat. Boats, which could be rowed or sailed, were stored on beams in the ship’s waist and hoisted by tackles from the yards. In addition to boarding actions, boats served numerous other purposes, such as carrying supplies, turning a ship under windless conditions, performing cutting-out expeditions, providing communication with other vessels, and landing sailors and marines. (Angus Konstam)

A solution was found in the practice of impressment, whereby the state maintained the right to seize men for service as the need arose. Even contemporaries regarded this legacy of medieval times as an assault on the liberties of free men – not to mention an inefficient method of raising crews – but as Parliament refused to introduce conscription either in the Army or the Navy, the practice was regularly and shamelessly employed. Men in port towns were the most vulnerable to impressment, for they were the most likely to have served at sea, usually aboard merchant vessels or as discharged sailors from the Navy. Some men were exempt: men of sufficient means, i.e. ‘gentlemen’, seamen already serving in the Royal Navy, fishermen, tradesmen, apprentices, those under 18 or over 55, and a few other categories of men. Anyone else who appeared reasonably fit could potentially fall prey to a press gang, a party of ruffians assembled by a lieutenant, who proceeded to collar those who looked of some use aboard ship. Not only were men taken
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List of active ships, 1793-1802 - the French Revolutionary Wars

Class 1793 1794 1795 1796 1797 1798 1799 1800 1801 1802
First rates 5 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6 6
Second rates 16 16 17 16 16 17 17 16 16 16
Third rates 92 95 91 94 94 97 102 101 105 104
Total of the line 13 17 14 16 1é 120 125 123 127 126
Fourth rates 12 12 12 21 16 13 14 14 13 13
Fifth rates 79 84 102 106 115 123 17 12 13 120
Sixth rates 35 36 35 37 40 41 42 34 34 28
Sloops 40 53 62 84 9l 94 98 107 104 98
Bombs 2 7 7 2 2 1 15 5 14 14
Fireships b 3 B 3 3 3 i i 3 2
Brigs, cutters, etc. 8 21 33 36 52 94 99 97 103 104
Grand total 304 328 363 405 435 502 517 509 511 505
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