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Note on the Text

Quotations from contemporary documents are based on the originals as closely as possible. Capitals and spelling have been retained as written, except in the case of ‘Jemmy’ Jameson, the master of the Boreas, whose spelling in his log was so wayward that making sense of it required decryption skills. Abbreviations have been clarified by the addition of letters within square brackets. Punctuation has had to be inserted very occasionally for the sake of clarity. Where documents have been quoted from printed sources, the editing and alterations of their authors inevitably have had to be used.

MONEY VALUES

The value of money in Nelson’s time is difficult to establish because the relative value of particular commodities changed significantly over a long period of time. Regional price variations and the widespread custom of part-payment of wages by non-monetary means further complicate the picture.

The table in Rodger (Command of the Ocean, xxiv–xxv) shows the pay of a junior naval captain at various dates from the seventeenth century to the early twenty-first. A captain was paid £200 in 1807 and £58,000 in 2003, which suggests that the value of the pound sterling has risen by a factor of about 290. This common-sense approach has much to commend it, though some historians would argue that the difference in the value of the pound between those days and today is much greater.




Introduction


It is an old saying, ‘Show me the company a man keeps, and I will tell you his character.’ Why not on a similar principle, ‘Show me the correspondence which a man receives, and I will show you what manner of man he is.’

Sir John Barrow, Life of George Lord Anson (1839)

It was my good fortune to have under my command some of the most experienced officers in the English Navy, whose professional skill was seconded by the undaunted courage of British sailors.

Nelson’s speech at the dinner at the Beaufort Arms, Monmouth, 19 August 1802



Nelson’s success in hard-fought battles against the navies of France, Spain and Denmark, together with his adulterous love affair with Emma Hamilton, have made him one of the few historical figures about whom there have been several books in print at any time in the last 200 years. The first biography followed the Battle of the Nile and was published, probably, in 1801, and there was a steady succession of biographies after his death. In 1990 a bibliography published by L. C. Cowie lists over 1,300 books on the broader subject of Nelson and the American Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. Of these, over a hundred are biographies, but, he comments disapprovingly, ‘Not a single biography of Nelson possesses proper bibliography, references and footnotes.’ This is no longer the case, for the list of titles has grown since Cowie wrote those words, but an early declaration of the principles of this book is necessary.fn1 Why another biography?

There are three ways in which this book differs from those that have gone before. First, it draws upon original, primary sources, and documents printed in volumes that have been carefully selected for their accuracy. Yet many of Nelson’s letters remain unknown. The Nelson Letters project run by the National Maritime Museum and Royal Naval Museum has demonstrated clearly that many documents have remained hidden from view.fn2 In some areas of Nelson’s life a picture emerges from these documents that is completely different from the one to be found in those biographies that repeat traditional stories from secondary sources. Second, this biography takes account of correspondence to, as well as from, Nelson. So many letters and official papers written by Nelson have survived that if one does not search for the point of view of others in the story, it is very easy to take Nelson on his own terms. This has been done many times by previous authors. The third purpose of this book is to ask why Nelson was so successful. It argues that it is not possible to understand his brilliant victories without an understanding of the British Navy, its resources, government and politicians, the navies of Great Britain’s enemies and a host of other considerations. Only once these broader and deeper factors are appreciated can one then ask how Nelson reached such extraordinary heights as a leader of men and as a controller of great fleets. Placing him more firmly in his historical context inevitably throws more light on those around him. He was above all a professional seaman; and it was the seamen and their qualities, and the intricacies of the relationship between them and their officers, upon which Nelson’s victories rested. A French naval officer was later asked what had made the greatest impression upon him at Trafalgar.


The act that astonished me the most was when the action was over. It came on to blow a gale of wind, and the English immediately set to work to shorten sail and reef the topsails, with as much regularity and order as if their ships had not been fighting a dreadful battle. We were all amazement, wondering what the English seamen could be made of. All our seamen were either drunk or disabled, and we, the officers, could not get any work out of them. We never witnessed any such clever manoeuvres before, and I shall never forget them.



How can these men be left out of the story?

I have attempted to spurn the speculation that so many of the biographers of this complex man have used to paper over the gaps in the evidence. In any case, by returning to the documents many new aspects of Nelson’s life can be revealed. Yet writing history and biography is a humbling process, and, in spite of thousands of documents, it is often difficult to penetrate the inner life of Nelson. The style of his letters is open and informal, yet only for short periods, usually under intense strain, does he reveal his true feelings. Even though many letters survive between him and his wife, Fanny, it is still not clear why and when they drifted apart, or if, indeed, they had ever been close. His relationship with Emma Hamilton is a deeper mystery. Few of her letters survive, many of them destroyed by Nelson himself. Why and how, for instance, did she goad him into a jealous fury after the birth of their child Horatia? Only novelists and screenplay writers can write with complete conviction and certainty about such matters. We are, however, on firmer ground when we examine the thoughts and opinions of those around him, especially those to be found in private correspondence between third parties. But in order to do that we need, in turn, to understand the multitude of figures in Nelson’s world. For that reason the Biographical Sketches section provides more than 200 portraits of the main characters in this story.

The core of my research has been taken, as far as possible, from archives in Britain and the United States. The principal collections are in the National Archives (the Public Record Office at Kew), the British Library and the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, with important additions in the Nelson Museum at Monmouth, the Royal Naval Museum at Portsmouth and the Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of Medicine. In the United States the William L. Clements Library at the University of Michigan at Ann Arbor, the Houghton Library at Harvard University and the Huntington Library in San Marino, California, contain Nelson letters brought together by collectors in the first half of the twentieth century.

These document collections have been supplemented by books of reproduced documents. Although there is some fine scholarship amongst these volumes, they contain major pitfalls, especially those published in the nineteenth century. Early panegyric works built an emotional and imaginative scaffolding around Nelson that rivalled the one surrounding Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square when it was erected in the early 1840s. The first to be published, in 1806, was James Harrison’s Life, in which the author selected documents under the supervision of Lady Hamilton, but the most inaccurate and fanciful was published in 1809 in two volumes by James Stanier Clarke and John McArthur: The Life of Admiral Lord Nelson, KB, from His Lordship’s Manuscripts. Clarke and McArthur were responsible for creating more myths about Nelson than any other authors. William Nelson, Horatio’s unscrupulous clergyman brother, who inherited the title and owned the papers, worked hard to ensure that the best face was put on Nelson’s life. McArthur, admiral’s secretary and naval prize agent, and purser of the Victory, had already been working on a biography. Through the prince of Wales, the newly created Earl Nelson ensured that ‘a person of rank’ should also be associated with the book. The prince of Wales’s chaplain, James Stanier Clarke, was finally agreed upon as a joint author. McArthur had the advantage of knowing Nelson well, and he was helped by many of Nelson’s colleagues and friends.fn3 This enormous work, bolstered by the transcripts of many of Nelson’s letters and supported by over 700 advance subscribers, was never meant to be anything less than a monument to a dead hero. Not surprisingly, the narrative was heavily embellished. It gave rise to many stories still extant today. Much of its inaccuracy is the result of omission, but the authors were not above adding their own evidence and stylistic improvements to Nelson’s words. The result is completely untrustworthy.

This reputation for untrustworthiness is hardly new. William James, whose massive 1820s history of naval operations during the American Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars is still widely used today, asserted that ‘Clarke and McArthur’s Life of Nelson is not of the slightest authority.’ The authors, he wrote, ‘seldom indulge in their own remarks without making a perfect braggardocio [sic] of their hero … Much, indeed, has the memory of this great man suffered by the overweening zeal of his biographers.’ In preparation for writing the book, Clarke went to sea in about 1807 in the Vestal, for he knew little of naval life. A junior officer in the ship recalled:


Captain Graham of the Vestal was a perfect boy for fun; and he loved to get up a laugh at our author’s expense. He used to concoct anecdotes and stories of Nelson, and have them ready cut and dried, and tell them as occasion served, or oftener get somebody else to tell them, as if by accident, after dinner. On these occasions Clark[e]’s eyes would sparkle; and he would lay down his half-broken biscuit, and listen; and then he would say with a chuckle, ‘that will do for my book’. Then out came his memoranda, and down it went with his ever-ready pencil. All the time we were absolutely expiring, and Graham’s look and command of countenance were irresistible.



Documents from Clarke and McArthur have not been quoted in this book.

Victorian standards of biography and historical accuracy were not generally high. An honourable exception is Sir Nicholas Harris Nicolas’s impressive seven-volume edition of The Dispatches and Letters of Lord Nelson, published in 1844. But it is a work that needs to be used with care. The scarcity of documents from Nelson’s early life leads to uneven coverage: the first volume covers thirty-six years, while the remaining six volumes contain documents from the last eleven years of his life. Nicolas also omits passages showing Nelson’s weaknesses. Occasionally, he elides the surname and uses only an initial when Nelson was passing judgement and Nicolas did not want the subject’s descendants to be offended.fn4 Nicolas also over-punctuates Nelson’s flowing prose in a way that is out of keeping with modern standards and tastes. The original letters are generally bereft of punctuation, particularly those written in haste, and some editing is necessary for sense and clarity. Nicolas indicated when he had to rely on less reliable sources (in particular, those letters transcribed by Clarke and McArthur), doing so only when the originals were not made available to him. He also prints some letters from the anonymously published two-volume The Letters of Lord Nelson to Lady Hamilton: With a Supplement of Interesting Letters by Distinguished Characters (1814), the publication of which first damaged Nelson’s reputation by revealing the true nature of his relationship with Emma Hamilton. In general, however, Nicolas published very little correspondence between Nelson and Emma.

Nicolas also used letters written to Nelson that were in the possession of John Wilson Croker, who had been first secretary of the Admiralty between 1809 and 1830. In about 1817 these papers were advertised for sale. With the agreement of Lord Liverpool, the prime minister, and Lord Melville, the first lord of the Admiralty, Croker employed someone to pose as an amateur collector in order to purchase them from, as he termed them, ‘low greedy people’. Croker used government money and his purpose in buying them was to keep them out of the public domain. He was as much concerned about any material that related to Naples as about the scandal of Nelson’s relationship with Emma Hamilton. Some thirty years later Nicolas came to know of these documents and asked Croker if he could include them in his great work. In February 1845 Croker wrote to Sir Robert Peel, the prime minister, for agreement to this proposal; having taken Melville’s advice, Croker thought it best to lend the documents to Nicolas, ‘destroying, of course, anything scandalous in itself or detrimental to the reputation of Lord Nelson’. We do not know if Croker destroyed anything. Melville and Croker were also averse to the original purchase becoming known, for ‘the very act of having bought them would be prima facie evidence that there was something very scandalous which required so unusual a proceeding’.fn5 Peel agreed that the papers in Croker’s custody should be made available to Nicolas. Late finds of additional documents account for the chaotic organization of Nicolas’s seventh and largest volume, with the weight of administrative documents in the two years before Trafalgar finally overwhelming him: he omits hundreds of letters from this period, especially those that exist only as letter-book copies. Nevertheless, when used with care, Nicolas’s seven volumes remain the most valuable published source for Nelson’s life.

Nicolas’s work dominated writing on Nelson for 150 years, and the apparent completeness of Dispatches and Letters perhaps inhibited more searching biographical interpretation. Other documents, however, appeared in print at sporadic intervals. Thomas Pettigrew’s Memoirs of the Life of Vice-Admiral Lord Viscount Nelson appeared in 1849, publishing many letters from Nelson to Lady Hamilton and raising further doubts in the minds of Victorians about the morality of their relationship. In 1893 Alfred Morrison privately published his two-volume The Collection of Autograph Letters and Historical Documents Formed by Alfred Morrison. These documents ensured that the world knew in detail about Nelson and Emma Hamilton, and confirmed that he was the father of her daughter Horatia. They are accurately done, with only occasional traces of invasive Victorian editing. H. C. Gutteridge’s Nelson and the Neapolitan Jacobins, published by the Navy Records Society in 1903, is a fine piece of work, an attempt to arbitrate a scholarly controversy of the time that caused intense emotion. In 1932 Warren R. Dawson edited The Nelson Collection at Lloyd’s, but this is a random selection of documents that reflected the collecting of an institution over many years. Geoffrey Rawson’s Letters from the Leeward Islands (1953) contained many letters not previously in print. In 1958 George Naish edited the 600-page volume Nelson’s Letters to His Wife. His editorship depended almost entirely upon the deep knowledge of Katherine Lindsay-MacDougall, at that time the Custodian of Manuscripts in the National Maritime Museum. The high standard of scholarship in this volume makes it possible to bypass many of the absurdities of Clarke and McArthur. Other letters by and to Nelson are published in a variety of books and journals, principally in the volumes of the Navy Records Society.

In the twentieth century two biographies dominated the field. In the 1890s Alfred Thayer Mahan, a United States naval officer, brought a professional eye to The Life of Nelson: The Embodiment of the Sea Power of Great Britain. While clothed in late-Victorian assumptions and written, as its title implies, with an underlying political agenda, it still retains an authority that makes it worth reading. The other biography is Carola Oman’s Nelson, published in 1947. Thorough and full of fresh material, although it now appears over-coloured, it went through many editions and was recently reissued in 1996. Forty years ago I turned to these two books when I wrote, as an undergraduate, a paper for the Dublin University History Society. Not long after I read my paper, on 8 March 1966, I heard, from my rooms in Trinity, the early-morning explosion caused by the IRA that destroyed the top of the Nelson Pillar in O’Connell Street. From these beginnings I made my career in naval history, although I turned away from Nelson to study how the British sailing navy was built and how it worked.

Nelson, however, was never far away, especially when I was Custodian of Manuscripts in the National Maritime Museum in the 1970s and 1980s. Important collections of his letters and associated documents were under my care. Every other week someone came into the Museum Reading Room with a Nelson letter, wanting confirmation that it was an original. Only once, I believe, were the owner’s expectations realized. I purchased few Nelson manuscripts for the Museum, since collector’s prices were then (as they are now) more than any museum could afford. But it was also difficult to escape Nelson when sailing over many years, whether in the Medusa Channel off the Essex coast, beating through the grey waters of the Sound off Copenhagen or anchored in Agincourt Sound in the Maddalena Islands off Sardinia. Thus, when a chance came to write again about Nelson after my departure from the museum in 2000, I turned back to the questions that had fascinated me in the 1960s.

I have benefited from working in the early years of the twenty-first century. Access to public and private archives is now enormously enhanced by information technology, and documents are produced with exemplary speed. Helpful staff ensure that working in such institutions is a far greater pleasure than when I first began to use documents in the late 1960s, a change of attitude emphasized by the newly built and well-designed facilities at the Public Record Office and the British Library. A further advantage is that several reference works of critical importance have been published since the early 1990s. Jan Glete’s Navies and Nations and David Lyon’s Sailing Navy List, both of which appeared in 1993, provided reliable information on the ships of the Royal Navy, in much greater detail than in previous works. In the next year two books did the same for the naval officers of the period: the first was David Syrett and Richard Dinardo’s The Commissioned Sea Officers of the Royal Navy 1660–1815; the second, Roger Morriss’s Guide to British Naval Papers in North America, tracked the diaspora of British naval papers that took place primarily before the Second World War. The consolidated edition of the Naval Chronicle, published in 1998–9 – in which the editor, Nicholas Tracy, reduced forty volumes of gloriously jumbled contributions, published between 1799 and 1819, to five, organized by subject and indexed – has been similarly valuable. It is difficult to imagine or remember writing eighteenth-century naval history without these volumes, although the electronic databases that are now beginning to appear will give researchers of the future even further advantage.

Although a number of recent historians have used the present accessibility of documentary sources, this is still not to say that all the best books on Nelson are modern. Sir Julian Corbett’s The Campaign of Trafalgar (1919), for instance, remains a central work. In the main, I have relied upon those that use original documents and that are well referenced. The battles have received a great deal of detailed recent attention. Nelson’s victory at the Nile has been illuminated by the work of Michèle Battesti in La Bataille d’Aboukir and of Brian Lavery in Nelson and the Nile, both of which appeared in 1998. Peter Goodwin’s Nelson’s Ships 1771–1805 (2002) has wrung the logs and technical records dry. But there exists besides a wider body of scholarship, from Britain and many other countries, about naval power and conflict in Nelson’s lifetime, and a much clearer view of the perspectives of other nations is now possible. The first full conference of French and British naval historians took place at the Sorbonne in 1984; since that time, they have met regularly, while other meetings included Spanish and Dutch historians. The translation into English of Ole Feldbæk’s book gives the Danish view of the Battle of Copenhagen. By incorporating as much of this wider scholarship as I can, I hope to make better sense of Nelson’s achievement. My debt to many others who have written about these times, and about Nelson himself, will be obvious from the references and Bibliography.

It is worth, nevertheless, quoting an example of how secondary sources can, over 200 years, distort the story. It concerns the first days of Nelson’s naval career. Based on a reasonable spread of biographies from Robert Southey to recent works, the story, with variations, runs thus: on 27 November 1770, on 1 January 1771 or in March 1771, the young Nelson, lost and bewildered, alighted from the coach at Chatham and was unable to find his ship, the Raisonable. He knew no one and wandered around for a long time until he was given a meal by a kind-hearted officer, who then found a boat across the River Medway to take him to his ship. When he eventually did get on the ship, the captain, his uncle Maurice Suckling, who had agreed to take him aboard, was not there. For at least a day nobody would speak to him.

The log and muster books in the Public Record Office tell a different story. Captain Suckling joined the Raisonable at Chatham on 23 November 1770. ‘This day I made my appearance and ordered the pennant to be hoisted,’ he wrote in his log. Suckling supervised the fitting out of the ship, which had been ‘in Ordinary’, or reserve. Other officers joined in the following weeks. On 11 December the lower masts were hoisted in. On 1 January 1771 Suckling took care to enter his nephew in the muster book, thus establishing his place and seniority, which were to be of vital significance. It was not until 15 February 1771 that the ship moved twelve miles down the River Medway to Sheerness. Here, in the lowest reach of the river known as ‘Blackstakes’, she took on further stores and her guns. On 23 April she sailed out of the Medway and anchored at the Nore. The muster book records that the next day, 24 April, ‘Horace Nelson, Midshipman’, joined the ship, and, as was the custom, his place of origin was identified as ‘from Wells’; the date is entered clearly in a column headed ‘Made his Appearance’. Further, the direct way to the ships ‘at the Nore’ in the Thames estuary was on a sailing vessel from the London river; assisted by the tide, a constant succession of vessels serviced the warships lying there. In the 1770s it was the obvious and by far the cheapest method of travel.

Musters when the ship was at a naval base were taken by dockyard clerks from the clerk of the cheque’s department. They were documents that enabled seniority to be recorded and discipline maintained; together with the pay books, they determined pay. Late-Victorian and early-twentieth-century historians regarded these books with disdain. ‘False musters, fraudulent time and bogus certificates were not only winked at but were in the regular order of things,’ railed one of them, writing in 1929. Although they sometimes take a little interpreting, the muster books constitute as firm a piece of evidence as the navy, a mature and successful eighteenth-century bureaucracy, could generate. It is beyond the bounds of probability that young Horace was sent to Chatham two months after the ship had left for Sheerness, twelve miles down the River Medway. It is even less likely that Maurice Suckling, the captain of a newly commissioned 64-gun ship, who had been ashore on half-pay for some years, under pressure from the Board of Admiralty to get his ship commissioned, would not have been on board continually throughout these weeks. He would certainly have been present when she sailed, with an incomplete and untrained crew, the three miles from Sheerness to the buoy of the Nore in the Thames estuary. Nelson arrived just at the time when all the preparations for a commission were being completed, the usual point at which ‘the young gentlemen’ joined the ship.fn6 It is much more likely that his joining was well organized and timed, and that his presence was not noticed among the bustling crew, with a complement of 500 officers and men much more concerned in getting the ship in a condition to sail. Maurice Suckling turned his attention to his young nephew when he had the time. The romantic view of the small, lost boy at Chatham has been accentuated and gilded by successive biographers over the last 200 years. I have, in general, ignored such myths, rather than used up space to discredit them, but some have taken root so strongly that their origins need some explanation.

The intervening two centuries from the time of his death make it easier to avoid the legends and to examine the ‘hero’ more rigorously than in previous generations. Fifty years ago, Michael Lewis, the professor of Naval History at the Royal Naval College at Greenwich, felt uneasy. ‘As a nation,’ he wrote, ‘we have done our best to kill him with kindness. We have taken him to our hearts as a National hero, and have modelled with our own hands a kind of super-waxwork which not only bears little relationship to the real article, but is so remote from life – and possibility – as to be slightly ludicrous, and certainly damaging to any real man’s long-term reputation.’ The theme is echoed more brutally in Barry Unsworth’s recent fictional examination of the Nelson legend in Losing Nelson. The main character, besotted by the idea of Nelson, who represents everything that he is not, is confronted in the last pages by the cold reality of the man in Naples, who says, ‘Heroes are fabricated in the national dream factory. Heroes are not people.’




I



YOUTH AND DISAPPOINTMENT

1758–1793




1

Burnham Thorpe

September 1758–April 1771


I was born September 29th, 1758, in the Parsonage-house, was sent to the high-school at Norwich, and afterwards removed to North Walsham; from whence, on the disturbance with Spain relative to the Falkland Islands, I went to Sea …

Rear-Admiral Lord Nelson, ‘Sketch of My Life’, 15 October 1799



The north Norfolk coast is low and indeterminate, its shingle banks, creeks and salt marsh washed and shaped by strong tides. It is a place of great beauty, in the winter left to seabirds and seals and in the summer used by recreational sailors and visited by tourists. Today the sole port is Wells-next-the-Sea, navigable for small coasters and fishing boats at high tide, and then with local knowledge and a good chart; the channel heads northwards from the town quay for two miles, through marsh and mudflats, before the open sea is reached.

At the time of Nelson’s birth in 1758 this coast presented a different and busier picture, for it formed the entrance to and exit from the countryside to the south, providing the only practical and economic way of transporting heavy goods in and out of north Norfolk. At the head of each creek was a long-established small port, at, from west to east, Thornham, Brancaster, Burnham, Wells, Blakeney and Cley-next-the-Sea. On the rising ground behind these ports, along the rivers that formed the creeks, were small market towns that gathered produce before export and distributed imported goods after their shipment by sea. Near the River Burn, to the south of Burnham Overy Staithe on the creek, is Burnham Market (sometimes called Burnham Westgate), and near the coast are the villages of Burnham Overy, Burnham Norton and Burnham Deepdale.

A little further inland, to the south and east of Burnham Market, is the village of Burnham Thorpe, Nelson’s birthplace and his home for the first twelve years of his life. His father, Edmund Nelson, was the rector of the parish, as well as of two neighbouring defunct parishes, Burnham Ulph and Burnham Sutton. A mile to the east of the parsonage at Burnham Thorpe lay the boundary of the largest estate in Norfolk, Holkham, owned by Thomas Coke, a well-known Whig landowner and famed as one of the great eighteenth-century improvers of farming. Wells lies five miles to the east past the main gates of the estate. Nelson was born only two and a half miles from the thriving small port of Burnham Overy Staithe, which was ‘navigable for vessels of 60 to 80 tons up to the Staithe, where the spring tides rise 9 or 10 feet, and where a considerable trade in coal and corn is carried on, as well as in oysters, of which there is an excellent bed in the offing, where 5 boats and 15 fishermen are regularly employed’.

It is difficult today to imagine any sizeable vessel in these muddy creeks, yet many small, shallow-draughted craft, designed to sit easily on the mud when the tide was out, passed in and out of these harbours throughout the year. An illustration of a large vessel using one of these harbours is provided in 1801, coincidentally by a cousin of Nelson, who commanded the Furnace, a 76-foot long, 170-ton Royal Navy gun brig, with a draught of over eight feet. The Furnace was navigated into Blakeney on a high spring tide. The name of the captain of this gun brig, part of the fleet of small vessels in home waters guarding the shores against French invasion, was Lieutenant Maurice William Suckling. Suckling was an indifferent young officer, prone to drinking, who had inherited an estate in Suffolk. During the long months of boredom when nothing was happening, he allowed his crew ‘to labour for the Gentlemen & Farmers in the neighbourhood of Blakeney’, while he also lent seamen to local merchants to navigate their vessels in and out of the harbour. Bringing the vessel into the creek was, however, a misjudgement, for the gun brig was just too big for it: none of the spring tides rose high enough to float her out and she remained there for some months. While the ship was marooned on the mud, Suckling visited his estate in Suffolk and ‘sometimes remained there more than a week’, to the disgust of his fellow officers. He was unable to obey orders to bring his ship to sea and was court-martialled.fn1 Suckling was dismissed his ship and left the navy.

All these communities were dependent upon the sea. The light soils and low rainfall of north Norfolk favoured the growing of barley of high quality used for brewing beer. During the eighteenth century the production and sale of this crop, and the malt that was extracted from it, continually increased owing to drainage improvements, liming and marling, with yields per acre increasing dramatically. Most of it went to London, to supply the population that was growing prodigiously, but considerable amounts also went north to that other great centre on the east coast of England, Newcastle, from which these small ports received coal in return. This fuel was much needed in the winter in Norfolk, which had no spare wood to burn, when fires were needed to combat the intense cold of the winter northeasterly winds. Each year several thousand tons of barley went out of Wells and Burnham, and several thousand tons of coal came in. Every necessity of life also came through these ports. With increasing frequency towards the end of the century, regular packet boats transported people and their goods. Wine and tobacco came from London, as did grocery wares, soap and iron. Salt was imported from Spain, most of it via other, larger ports in England, particularly King’s Lynn. In peacetime goods came directly from countries across the North Sea. Dutch and occasionally French spoken by sailors, as well as the accents of Tyneside and London, could be heard on the quay of Burnham Overy Staithe. During Nelson’s early years north Norfolk was also beginning to be accessible to the rest of the country by road. From 1750 the turnpikes had expanded quickly and had reached King’s Lynn by 1770. In 1778 another Norfolk clergyman, Parson Woodforde, recorded that relatives had taken no more than a day to travel the hundred miles in a post-chaise from London to his village just outside Norwich.

The mid eighteenth century was a prosperous and innovative time for East Anglian agriculture. The population of Burnham Thorpe, a parish of 2,321 acres with a population in the region of 300, grew during the forty-six years in which Edmund Nelson was rector, with baptisms exceeding burials by seventy-five. The village is recorded as having a market every Saturday. Much of the land around the village was owned by Thomas Coke and farmed by tenant farmers, among whom Coke spread the new ideas of crop rotation. He was by no means, however, the only agricultural innovator; indeed, modern agricultural scholars are inclined to think that Coke’s improvements were aesthetically driven and for the improvement of game. Coke did not mix much with the middling sort, and his politics kept him away from the Tories of the county, of whom Edmund Nelson was one. The Nelson family knew the more modest Sir Mordaunt Martin of Burnham Hall in Burnham Market, ‘the first to introduce mangel-wurzel and saintfoin into this county, where he greatly improved the growth of potatoes and other vegetables’. Coke spent five years experimenting with potatoes, persuading his labourers, with difficulty, to follow his example. Hostility to the new crop was overcome later only by high prices of other crops caused by bad harvests or the French wars.

The extensive Nelson family straddled the ranks of the English ‘middle class’, in the later eighteenth century a confusing, expanding and rapidly changing term. Edmund Nelson, born at East Bradenham on 19 March 1722, with, in his own words, ‘a weak and sickly constitution’, was educated ‘at a school in the County’ before going to Caius College, Cambridge. His father, also called Edmund, had been to Eton, the provosts and fellows of which ‘gave him the Vicarage of Sporle’. The older Edmund’s father-in-law, John Bland, lived in Cambridge and ‘began the world with very little, but by industry in Trade … Acquired Considerable fortune’; Bland purchased for his son-in-law ‘the next presentation and perpetual advowson of Hilborow in Norfolk in 1735’. Edmund, Nelson’s father, was ordained in 1745 and married Catherine Suckling, three years younger than him, in May 1749. The younger Edmund could provide no money, for on his father’s death at Hilborough in 1747 he had to give up all the profit from the living at Hilborough to pay his father’s debts. Later in 1749 the newly married couple ‘went to housekeeping at Swaffham’, then lived in a ‘hired house at Sporle’, coming to the living of Burnham Thorpe in November 1755, presented through the Suckling family.

The couple had eleven children, though the first two, Edmund and Horatio, died in infancy in 1750 and 1751 at Hilborough. George, the tenth to be born, also died very young in 1766. Horace (he did not call himself Horatio until 1777) had two elder brothers: Maurice, born in 1753, and William, born in 1757, both of whom have long and continuing parts in his life. Horace Nelson was born on 29 September 1758. Two more brothers died as young men: Edmund was born in 1762 and died in December 1789 of consumption. Suckling Nelson, who was apprenticed to a draper in Beccles, set up in the trade but failed; he eventually went into the Church and succeeded his father at Burnham Thorpe, dying in 1799. Horace had one elder sister, Susannah, born in 1755, and two younger sisters, Anne and Katherine (‘Kitty’), born in 1760 and 1767 respectively. The two eldest were apprenticed at eighteen, Susannah to a milliner in Bath and Anne to a lace warehouse in London. Horace’s mother died at the age of forty-two, leaving the impractical Edmund with eight children.

Edmund Nelson was a man of middling means, by no means the impoverished country parson that he is often said to be. He was dependent on the tithes paid by his prospering parishioners. With the living came a ‘glebe’ an area of land of twenty-nine acres in the village, on which he grew corn and vegetables. His wife left him money, including the considerable sum of £908.6[sic].8d. in ‘Old South Sea Annuities’, which gave him a useful sum from annual interest, probably at 4 per cent. He was able to employ four servants, while in his later years his income allowed him to go to Bath for long periods to escape the cold Norfolk winters

Of his eleven children, seven died before Horace; only William, Susannah and Kitty were to outlive him. In spite of the relative prosperity of north Norfolk, away from the crowded, unhealthy towns, death in the middle of the eighteenth century was still random and sudden. Horace came into the world at a dangerous time for young children. As was the custom, he was christened privately a week after he was born, in case he died, and publicly five weeks later on 15 November 1758. As a parson’s son he would be familiar with the ritual of death, carefully recorded in the Burnham Thorpe parish records. In his first decade infant deaths averaged over four a year; in 1769 seven infants died. Infant deaths as a proportion of all baptisms in the 1760s and early 1770s were 42 per cent; almost every other child born in the mid century did not survive infancy. Catherine Nelson’s first child lived only two days, her second less than four months and George, the tenth, for six months. During Nelson’s lifetime this rate dropped dramatically, and by the end of the century only one child in Burnham Thorpe died for every ten born.

It would be wrong, however, to paint a picture of an overall rise in prosperity, for the living standards of farm labourers in Norfolk, as well as in those counties further from London, were falling. The employment of labourers became increasingly short term and casual, often spread thinly among the poor in order to keep them from claiming on the poor rate, always a concern of landowners and farmers. They suffered badly when prices rose at the onset of war, a fact that worried Nelson in the early 1790s. In 1801 the inhabitants of Blakeney were keen that Lieutenant Maurice Suckling kept his ship there, for they held ‘themselves indebted to the position of the Furnace for these two years past for keeping down a spirit of revolt occasioned by the high price of provisions’. Times of dearth weakened the sick and old. In 1796, for instance, a time of scarcity, thirteen people died at Burnham Thorpe. Other dangers included malaria, ‘the ague’, which was common, particularly where mosquitoes flourished in wet and marshy areas, of which there were several in Burnham Thorpe near the River Burn, which flows near the site of the rectory. In the early summer of 1779 in the parish of Weston Longeville near Norwich, some twenty-five miles from Burnham Thorpe, Parson Woodforde applied rough and ready measures when his boy ‘had another touch of the Ague’: ‘I gave him a dram of gin at the beginning of the fit and pushed him headlong into one of my Ponds and ordered him to bed immediately, and he was better after it and had nothing of the cold fit after it, but was very hot …’ Four years later the doctor administered quinine bark to Woodforde’s maid. Smallpox was common and menacing, though by the 1790s it was fought with inoculation, itself dangerous in the early days of the treatment. Parish registers all over England carry evidence of rapid and abrupt mortality. The randomness of death was a fact of life.

What social advantages the Nelson children possessed came from their mother. She was the great-niece of Sir Robert Walpole, the first prime minister, a fact of little political consequence in England in the 1760s, but which provided a clear social niche in Norfolk. She was the daughter of Dr Maurice Suckling, the rector of Barsham in Suffolk, who had died in 1729 when she was young. She had two successful, self-made brothers, Maurice and William Suckling, both of whom helped Nelson at critical times in his career. William was appointed as a clerk in the Excise and by 1762 he was assistant to the collector for the department of Inward Customs, based in the Customs House in London. Inward Customs had the considerable task of collecting the duties on tens of thousands of tons of incoming goods in the Port of London, the Customs House was crowded and busy at all times. By 1776 William had risen to deputy collector of Inward Customs. As the ‘Collector-Inwards’ was a senior peer who had no duties beyond collecting a sizeable sinecure, the business was the responsibility of the deputy collector; through his department passed cash, as well as deposits and bonds representing enormous sums of money, critical to the successful financing of the government. He was, effectively, the equivalent of a permanent under-secretary today, at the head of a large department of government. Suckling also had the job of ‘Computer of Unrated Duties’ on East India Company goods. William worked his way up to the top of his profession, living in a substantial house in rural Kentish Town on the outskirts of London. Unexciting and bureaucratic though his career may seem, it enabled him to assist Nelson at the time of the American Revolutionary War. The most important early help, however, came from William’s elder brother, Captain Maurice Suckling, RN, who planned and organized Horace’s first eight years in the navy.fn2

Born in 1726, Maurice Suckling went to sea at the outbreak of the 1739–48 War with Spain, ‘under the patronage of Sir Rob. Walpole his great uncle’, as Edmund Nelson wrote in his history of the family. Suckling had a faultless, rather than a brilliant, career. He was made post-captain at the start of the Seven Years War, spending the years up to 1760 on the Jamaica Station in command of the 60-gun Dreadnought. He saw little action but survived the climate. He returned with prize money in 1760, coming ashore on half-pay at the end of the war in 1763, having caught the eye of Admiral Lord Hawke. For seven years of peace he stayed at his home at Woodton in Suffolk, forty miles south-east of Burnham Thorpe. In 1760 he married his cousin, the Honourable Mary Walpole, but there were no children and she died in 1764. This was critically important for Edmund’s children, for they inherited his money when he died in 1778. He left Horace’s three sisters £1,000 each and each of the brothers £50. The rest went to his own brother, William Suckling.

As a result, Horace’s sisters were soon to move up the social and financial scale, (although Anne died young and unmarried in November 1784). In 1780 Susannah married a Wells merchant, Thomas Bolton, who traded in corn, malt and coal. In September 1781 he left for Ostend, followed by his wife a few months later, with assistance from the young Edmund Nelson; but the venture seems not to have been a success and the Boltons returned in February 1783, settling in Norwich. Bolton later had continual money problems. Kitty, the youngest, married George Matcham, a prosperous East India merchant; they lived at Barton Hall near by for a time and then moved away from Norfolk. Their marriage was a happy and successful one.

The rest of the Nelson family were colourless and ordinary. William was seemingly stolid and large, while Maurice was honest, dull and disorganized. Of the brothers, Horace was clearly the lively one. His early years were spent in the village, a community that would have given him the foundation for the easy relationships he was to have with seamen in his later career. At the age of ten he went to the Grammar School in Norwich and a year later to Sir John Paston’s School in North Walsham. A schoolfellow recalled many years later: ‘Nor do I forget that we were under the lash of Classic Jones, as arrant a Welshman as Rees-ap-Griffith, and as keen a flogger as Merciless Busby of Birch-loving Memory. Your Lordship was in the Second Class when I was in the First. Your station was against the wall between the parlour door and the chimney.’ He learnt French – unsuccessfully – from a master named Jemmy Moisson. His later letters are sprinkled with literary and classical references, particularly from Shakespeare.

Nelson wrote almost nothing of his early years, nor did anyone else record family life. His silence has encouraged authors to repeat undocumented and unlikely stories of his childhood, illustrating early courage and a sense of honour. Lacking proper evidence, biographers have speculated on Horace’s psychological development in the 1760s on the basis of his behaviour in later years. A long-held view, repeated in a recent biography, has attributed the pattern of his relationship with women to the early death of his mother. He made only two references to his mother in hundreds of extant letters, both written when he was at sea, lonely during his final command of the Mediterranean fleet. One was an offhand, apologetic remark at the end of a letter in 1803, when there had been some discussion of obtaining intelligence from dissident Frenchmen: ‘I would not,’ he wrote to a diplomat, ‘upon any consideration, have a Frenchman in the Fleet, except as a prisoner. I put no confidence in them … Forgive me; but my mother hated the French.’ The other was to an old Burnham friend: ‘the thought of former days brings all my mother into my heart which shows itself in my eyes.’ He kept her memory and her link with him deep within him.

It has also been suggested that Nelson’s search for approval and recognition has its roots in his membership of a large family, in which he had to fight for attention. His patience in later years with William Nelson, a grasping man whose ambition outran his abilities, and who behaved appallingly for almost all his life, has also been attributed to the young Nelson’s relationship with an older brother. This speculation upon the dynamics of a large family does little to account for William Nelson’s later selfishness, ambition or greed, or his disdain for all his brothers except Horace, or how the dull Maurice was honourable and respected. It remains a mystery how Nelson acquired such spectacular physical courage, continual aggression and ruthlessness, and, above all, extraordinary self-belief. These qualities did not come from Edmund Nelson. Nelson’s father was learned and whimsical but doubting, negative and critical. Never in the best of health, he nevertheless lived to a great age. Judging by his letters to Nelson in the 1790s when Nelson’s naval career was flourishing, praise did not come easily from him. Nelson was loyal and protective towards his father, but seems not to have been influenced by him. A succession of naval officers during his early career was to be much more influential in shaping his character. The first of these was his uncle Maurice Suckling. On 17 November 1770, at the beginning of the Falklands Islands crisis, Suckling was given command of a 64-gun ship, the Raisonable. It was a natural opportunity for the third son of a country parson to go with his uncle.

Nelson’s later rise to fortune caused him to mask his provincial origins. In his ‘Sketch of My Life’, which he wrote for the Naval Chronicle when he was forty-one, he summarized his life in Burnham Thorpe in sixty words. As he saw it, his life began when he went to sea at the age of twelve.




2

The Navy in 1771


Recollect that you must be a Seaman to be an Officer: and also that you cannot be a good Officer without being a Gentleman.

Vice-Admiral Lord Nelson to Midshipman Charles Connor, c. 1803



Several landmarks in the history of the Royal Navy fell in the early months of 1771. In January Lord Hawke, the most successful admiral of the Seven Years War and since 1766 the first lord of the Admiralty, had resigned his post because of ill health. The first lord was the political head of the navy, with a seat in the cabinet, and he headed the Board of Admiralty. Lord Sandwich now succeeded Lord Hawke and was to be in office for the next twelve, controversial years. But these months were dominated by the mobilization of the navy against Spain over the issue of sovereignty of the Falkland Islands in the southern Atlantic. Since the end of the Seven Years War the navies of France and Spain had been rebuilding at a rapid rate for some distant time when they hoped to retake territories from over-mighty England. In 1771, however, they were far from ready, and in the face of a determined British government France would not support the weaker Spain in the confrontation with Britain. The islands were potentially an important staging post on the route around Cape Horn to the Pacific. By late January the Spanish government had effectively climbed down, although the mobilization of the fleet was still proceeding. One month later the army was reduced to its peacetime establishment, but the arming and refitting of the fleet continued until formal agreement was reached between Britain and Spain in mid April. The gateway to the Pacific had been secured. As if to underline the importance of this confrontation, on 16 July 1771 Captain James Cook’s ship, the Endeavour, moored in Gallion’s Reach in the Thames, having completed its first momentous voyage, redrawing the map of the Pacific and signalling the redefinition of the navy’s commitments for the next 200 years.

The Royal Navy had been growing for a number of years, for it had new conquests to defend at the end of the Seven Years War in 1763. Britain had gained control of North America and India, in addition to four valuable West Indies sugar islands, at the expense of France. Spain made over Florida and conceded the right of English settlers to cut logwood in Honduras. In spite of the great gains, the British were wary for the rest of the 1760s. The early-eighteenth-century policy of stationing cruising ships on foreign stations continued: they watched the activities of France, especially in India; there were also concerns over Russia and Sweden. Warships were expanding in size and numbers; dockyards, victualling and ordnance facilities were being enlarged. In 1771 the navy had 126 ships of the line at its disposal, measured at 350,000 tons carrying capacity, although their condition and thus their effectiveness as a fighting unit was a political issue then and remains an historical debating point today. The British government had also raised taxes in the American colonies to pay for the army established there; the discontent that this caused was soon to have great consequences. Already by the early 1770s the prime minister, Lord North, was imposing financial stringency. The Seven Years War had been costly. He faced pressure in the cabinet from Lord Sandwich, who had an increasing naval establishment to maintain.

The Board of Admiralty was at the apex of the navy. It was the job of this board, composed of politicians and serving officers, to translate the strategic wishes of the cabinet into reality. Advised by the professionals in the Navy Board, they issued the regulations, ordered ships to be built and decided which ones would go to which parts of the world. Above all, the first lord appointed and promoted the officers of the navy, and every person who held the post during Nelson’s lifetime was embarrassed by the pressure of applicants. Competition was strong for every officer place in every ship, and would become more intense by the end of the century. Far more boys wanted a naval career, and with it the possibility of prize money, than there were positions. Many midshipmen went to sea and came ashore soon after, when they could see no way ahead, particularly at the end of a war when the number of ships in commission decreased sharply. Many who rose to great offices of state, whose careers would be intertwined with Nelson’s – such as Sir George Rose, who became senior secretary of the Treasury or Sir Evan Nepean, secretary of the Board of Admiralty – had started their careers in the navy and had then dropped out. Timing was everything: promotion hardly occurred outside war or mobilizations. ‘In the opening years of a war there was a severe shortage of officers of all ranks, and promotion was rapid … The ideal was to be born about twenty years before the outbreak of a major war, to contrive (in spite of the small number of H. M. Ships in commission) to get the qualifying sea time in peacetime, and to pass for Lieutenant just as war broke out – ready to profit from the acute shortage of officers of all ranks.’ This is exactly what Nelson did, reaching senior naval rank at just the right moment.fn1

Although the sea officer saw himself as a gentleman, he was seen by other parts of society as ‘on the margins of gentility’. Army officers purchased their commissions, ensuring that the rich and aristocratic alone could join the fashionable regiments: only in the artillery and engineers was entry open to talent. Similarly, the sea officer belonged to a ‘skilled, semi-bourgeois profession’. Knowledge of seamanship and navigation had to come before social respectability. The way to promotion was, as in the rest of British eighteenth-century life, by means of patronage and interest: a senior officer brought on younger officers, often connected to their senior by family or through professional connections. Throughout the navy these very loose groups of officers were constantly changing from ship to ship and from commission to commission. ‘Any settled ship’s company tended to become a cohesive unit, in effect the following of her captain, and the connections thus established lasted, in many cases, throughout the professional lives of patron and follower.’ Inevitably, politics and political favours became caught up in the navy’s appointments and promotions, but patronage within the service was largely controlled by officers who knew that if they appointed a favoured aristocratic duffer, he would be found out sooner or later; and thus professional skill and potential of a young officer counted for a great deal within the navy. Political interference in appointments was fended off to a remarkable degree. Much has been written about the political corruption of Lord Sandwich, but his appointment books, kept from 1771 to 1782, demonstrate that ability was a prerequisite for career advancement. For instance, one of Nelson’s future fellow officers (and no friend to him), Robert Calder, was recommended by ‘Lord Despenser’ and on another occasion by ‘Lord Bute’, and Archibald Dickson was supported ‘by Lord Marchmont’; but these are outnumbered by examples such as Gabriel Bray, who was recommended only by ‘His father in Deal’. In total only a fifth of captains ‘made post’ had influential sponsors outside the navy or kinsmen within it. The first lord had frustrated many aristocratic applicants, which, as a result, added to his numerous political enemies.fn2 It was no better for his successors. Lord Howe, first lord in the 1780s, assured the House of Lords ‘that patronage was not so desirable as might be imagined, and that he was sure, out of twenty candidates, for an appointment, to disappoint nineteen, and was by no means certain of pleasing the twentieth’.

As we shall see, Nelson navigated his way through the navy of the 1770s and 1780s successfully, partly through luck but mostly through Maurice Suckling’s advice and influence. The young man added to this early advantage through observing and learning from some good officers, chosen by Suckling. He was not alone in entering the navy at the age of twelve, for the earlier a midshipman started, the quicker he would go up the ladder. The long delay in promotion to flag rank was already evident by the middle of the eighteenth century. Pressure on parents to enter their sons early in order to advance them to captain was very real. To be an admiral demanded early captaincy, and there was little chance that a boy would make admiral at an active age unless he had reached post-captain in his twenties.fn3 Only a handful of officers went up the ladder faster than Nelson, who was not yet twenty-one when he was made post-captain.

The character and quality of midshipmen were closely observed within the confines of a ship of war by officers and men alike, and they were at the beck and call of the lieutenants. William Falconer’s The Midshipman, written in the 1760s, describes the life well: ‘Hark! Yonder voice the MID to DUTY calls! … And damns the power allowed to a white lapel.’ There were some obvious requirements, among them willingness to take responsibility, physical courage when going aloft or taking charge of ships’ boats in high winds, sufficient intelligence to grasp navigational principles and to pass the lieutenant’s exam. Another essential was the ability to mix well within a midshipmen’s mess, of which there would be several, usually situated down in the orlop deck, just above the hold. Seniority counted for a good deal even within a mess, and some organization was needed since there were expenses involved, which could be a source of friction. It was a tough life at an early age, but one that was far from the traditional picture of disorder, quarrelling and skylarking drawn by John Masefield a hundred years ago, a view that has dominated the idea of the eighteenth-century navy until recent years.

From their earliest days on board, midshipmen took part in the governance of the ship and their link through the lieutenants to the captain was a personal one. As a contemporary manual put it: ‘The first object of every captain in His Majesty’s navy on his appointment to a ship must be to have those officers with him whose dispositions he is acquainted with, and upon whose abilities and attention his character, comfort and happiness are, in great measure dependant.’ In larger vessels, the ‘Divisional’ system had developed in mid century, as ships became much larger and crews more numerous. Petty officers and seamen were divided into divisions, ‘subdivided into squads with a midshipman appointed to each, who are respectively to be responsible for the good order and discipline of the men entrusted to their care’. It was invaluable training for later responsibility. When Lord Howe was choosing his midshipmen in 1792, he wrote to his flag captain, Sir Roger Curtis, that he wanted those who had been with him before so that they had become ‘a little accustomed to our peculiarities’; and Howe had plenty of those. The midshipman’s importance and role were emphasized by one captain who made a case to keep his together, bound in personal loyalty to him, as ‘the discipline of the ship cannot be so strictly kept up as they form a very necessary part of the system of organisation in a man of war.’ Cuthbert Collingwood, Nelson’s lifelong friend, was an innovator where training was concerned and made his midshipmen ‘mess with the common men, where we lived with them for three months, performing all the offices of the ship boys such as cooking the victuals’. Indignant at first, one young midshipman, Jeffery Raigersfeld, saw the wisdom of this unusual order: ‘And I am very glad I was so placed, as it gave me a great insight into the character of the seamen.’

Patience and good humour were needed in a sea officer from an early age to deal with the heavily bureaucratic nature of naval life. His life was governed by Regulations and Instructions Relating to His Majesty’s Service at Sea, first published in 1731 and frequently revised thereafter; they were otherwise known as the ‘General Printed Instructions’. Through this exacting document the Admiralty imposed its discipline upon commissioned officers. The ultimate bureaucratic weapon was the court martial, but there were many lesser ways of guarding against fraud and slackness. Accounts had to be passed and logs had to be completed and submitted before pay was advanced. As in every large bureaucracy, opportunities existed to play the rules. For instance, when Nelson’s brother William went to sea with him to the West Indies as chaplain in 1784, Nelson tried to have him paid for his duty on the ship after William had returned home. Technically, he argued, the chaplain was still appointed to the ship. Over a year later Nelson sent a note to the Navy Office, which was responsible for pay, certifying that William had served as chaplain to date, ‘during which time he regularly performed divine service except when he was absent upon leave’. This was true, but William’s ‘absence on leave’ comprised most of the commission. Two years later, when Nelson returned to London, William had still not been paid for his absent time. The navy had closed the loophole. Nelson wrote to his brother: ‘I have this day been to the Navy Office about it, & have seen the order of the Admiralty against paying any chaplain who’s bore of a Ships Book if he is absent from her.’

In addition to the rules governing their own behaviour, sea officers were subject to those of other bureaucracies. They had a vital role to play when ships were being fitted for sea and so had to deal with the dockyards that built and maintained their ships. These, together with the industries and contractors supporting them, constituted the largest industrial organization in England, employing many thousands of shipwrights and other workers, all administered by the Navy Board in London. At the head of the board, made up of professional shipwrights and civil servants, was a naval captain, the comptroller. The organization extended beyond Britain, for the board was responsible for more yards overseas. Before he was thirty Nelson had visited those at Gibraltar, Halifax in Nova Scotia, English Harbour in Antigua and Port Royal in Jamaica, as well as the East India Company’s dockyard in Bombay. As lieutenant and captain, he also had a detailed knowledge of the Victualling Board and its strict rules and accounts, through which men and officers were fed, even though each ship had a purser to oversee the detailed administration of provisioning. As a young officer during wartime, he did his share of press-ganging men too and would have known something of the laws surrounding it. Finally, an officer needed considerable knowledge of gunnery, and of the regulations of the Ordnance Board that contracted for the
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