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THE HEARTS OF OAK TRILOGY

This is the third book of the Hearts of Oak trilogy, which explores three of the most iconic and yet largely unexplored stories of the Great Age of Sail. The Fighting Temeraire, The Admiral Benbow and The Glorious First of June are the biographies of a ship, a man and a battle that will splice together to form a narrative of an era that stretches from the English Civil War of the 1640s to the coming of steam two centuries later. This Great Age of Sail was once written about in heroic terms but many of those legends have since been overlooked. The details of the stories themselves have become confused and the reasons behind the formation of those legends ignored. With more than a century of professional naval history to draw from, together with new access to previously restricted archives, now is the time to look afresh at those stories of heroism from the perspective of the modern historian; now is the time to understand how and why The Fighting Temeraire, The Admiral Benbow and The Glorious First of June became legends.

Heart of oak are our ships, jolly tars are our men,

We always are ready; Steady, boys, steady!

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

D. GARRICK, Heart of Oak (1759)
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For Tors

‘… totally beyond my powers of description… of magnificence and importance, not of common occurrence, and not often equalled.’*


Howe’s daring signal floats on high;

I see through roaring cannon’s smoke –

Their awful line subdued and broke

They strike, they sink, they fly.

Earl of Mulgrave, 1794
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Prologue

The First Regicide

No quarter! Whenever we can lay our hands on emperors, kings, queens, empresses, let us rid them from the face of the earth. Better to kill the devil than that the devil should kill us. Never will we do as much harm to these monsters as they have done to us, and would do to us, damn it.

From the radical newspaper Le Père Duchesne.1

It was a time of mad kings and dead kings. In 1789, the year that a Revolutionary mob stormed the great Bastille prison in Paris, George III of England had to be kept in a straitjacket, occasionally a restraining chair, as he ranted incessantly and often indecently. Three years later Louis XVI of France was put to death on a cold winter’s morning in the centre of Paris.

How many members of the National Convention, the governing French body, actually voted for the King’s execution is uncertain because each member was allowed to make a speech as he voted and some speeches were highly ambiguous. But all scholars agree that the ballot return was very close. Some claim that a proposal for immediate execution was carried by only one vote. Greater skill and diplomacy could undoubtedly have saved Louis’s life. Even a final vote on a stay of execution was carried by 380 to 310, the decision to execute him swung by barely 10 per cent of the whole assembly. While some sections of the public and the gutter press rejoiced, renaming him ‘Louis the Last’ long before his execution, France was deeply divided over the direction that the Revolution was taking.2

One hundred horsemen escorted Louis from the oppressive and long-vanished temple fortress in the east of the city where he had been confined with his family and some 1,200 foot soldiers surrounded the coach. The streets were so thickly lined with onlookers that it took the coach two hours to cover the short distance to the scaffold. The King sat with his confessor, an Irish priest named Henry Edgeworth, and together they murmured the penitential psalms and the traditional prayers for the dying. A feeble attempt to rescue the King was savagely cut down. When he arrived at the square, he left the coach with purpose and climbed the stairs to the scaffold with steady legs and a strong back.

And then it was over, shockingly, deliberately and, disappointingly for some, quickly. The guillotine had been designed to immobilise the head, to severe it far more cleanly and reliably than death by sword (restricted to nobility) or hanging (for everyone else). It had been designed with a revolutionary principle at its heart: this was execution for everyone, with no distinction between rich and poor, enacted anonymously by a machine designed to end life and not to cause pain. The end came so quickly that many believed the victim retained some measure of consciousness as the head fell to the floor. We now know that the catastrophic blood loss would cause unconsciousness in a matter of seconds, if not instantaneously, but the eyes and lips of every severed head twitched and the executioners played to the crowd. On one occasion, the executioner of Charlotte Corday – brazen assassin of the Revolutionary leader Jean Marat – slapped her cheek as he brandished the severed head, and she blushed.

So it was that, atop the scaffold, Louis, manhandled onto the horizontal plank and his neck secured in the brace, looked into the basket and died. A very young guard, perhaps no more than eighteen years old, held the King’s head aloft for the crowd.

Louis’s execution was a quite extraordinary event whose impact has to be understood if the complex history which followed, and in which the great naval Battle of the Glorious First of June played its part, is to be put in any kind of perspective.

Louis died as a citizen of France rather than its monarch: he died as plain old citoyen (citizen) Louis Capet, and not as Louis XVI. Everything about the execution was designed to obliterate the rights and rituals of centuries of French monarchy. The monarchy had been abolished four months earlier and none of his final requests, made in the hope if not the expectation of preferential treatment, were granted. He asked to delay the execution for three days to better prepare himself and to spend more time with his family. This was denied. He asked to keep his hair long for the execution. This, too, was denied and his skull was roughly shaved by the executioner, Charles Sanson. He asked to keep his hands free for the execution. Again, this was denied. He tried to make a brief speech on the scaffold, but it was drowned out as the sixty drums surrounding the scaffold rolled in response to a harsh call from General Santerre. Once severed, the body of the former king, with its head laid between its legs, was taken in a wicker basket to the nearby cemetery of La Madeleine – and not to the ancient burial ground of French monarchy near St Denis – where it was transferred into a plain wooden coffin, covered in two layers of quicklime and then lowered into a communal grave pit.

To comprehend the full significance of Louis’s death one must see him not just as a king but as a king of France. Unlike many of its north-European counterparts, the French monarchy had been secure for centuries. Elsewhere, spates of regicide had become the defining characteristic of some monarchies, such as medieval Scandinavia, late medieval England and Stuart Scotland. If we consider the case of medieval England, regicide was surprisingly common. Since 1066, of the forty English monarchs who reigned, six were killed by their subjects, and five of those six murders – the exception of course being the execution of Charles I – occurred in the 158 years between 1327 and 1485. For these dynasties a central feature of kingship was that they were so prone to being killed.3 Now consider France. The Capetian monarchy was founded in 987 AD. Between then and 1789 – that is 802 years – thirty French kings reigned but none of them was deposed and only two were murdered. The two who were murdered were killed by lone assassins and they were replaced immediately on the throne by the next male heir. The French monarchy was a shining example of dynastic security, whereas in England, Sweden and Russia, most successions from the eleventh to the early sixteenth centuries violated the rules of succession. 4New dynasties were forced to secure their rocky claim to the throne through murder and even more murder. In England, for example, both Henry VII and Henry VIII had powerful nobles killed to protect the Tudor crown from Yorkist attack, and in Romanoff Russia a crown prince was killed by his father and a Czar by his wife.

In all of these examples of European regicide, however, the monarch was always replaced. The physical bodies of the monarchs may have been threatened, but at no stage was the divine body of kingship questioned. Monarchs were regarded as central to the prosperity, security and wellbeing of a nation’s body and spirit. The king, after all, was divinely anointed and the murder of a monarch was an act not only against humanity, but also an act against God. Modern scholars believe that the majority of regicides performed their dastardly acts in the full expectation of spending the rest of eternity in hell.

Tyranny of course was both loathed and feared, but not so much as anarchy, and nothing suggested anarchy more than the execution and non-replacement of a monarch. Even raving-mad monarchs were endured for considerable periods, sometimes for as long as a decade, purely to secure stability. Charles VI of France thought he was made of glass; Henry VI of England spent several years without moving or speaking; Joanna the Mad of Spain believed the corpse of her husband wasn’t actually a corpse; and the ravings of George III of England are infamous. A mad king and a dead king therefore represent the polar opposites of attitudes toward monarchy in the 1790s: George was tolerated even though he was mad while Louis was killed because he was a king.

Louis’s death had two immediate repercussions that are central to this story. First, by baptising itself in his blood, the new Republic split French society as surely as if it, too, had been struck by the blade of the guillotine. As the blade fell, the head rolled and the royal blood ran, some of those who witnessed the execution shouted ‘Vive la République’, but others cut their own throats, drowned themselves in the Seine or dipped their handkerchiefs in the pools of Louis’s blood that collected around their feet. The King’s death opened up a power vacuum in which tyranny was not just tolerated but flourished. Within a year, the ships of the French navy were painted red ochre for the blood of the enemies of the Revolution that stained the soles and souls of a nation. The death of Louis was not the herald of liberty but the birth of the Terror. Second, the European powers swiftly rose together in defence of sovereign rule: William Pitt the British Prime Minister, though not particularly surprised it had come to pass, declared Louis’s execution ‘…the foulest and most atrocious deed which the history of the world has yet had occasion to attest’;5 the Russian Queen, Catherine the Great, declared nine weeks of mourning for her entire court; Spain recalled its ambassador.

As the French began to expand their territory, so the threatened European powers united against her. France, already lame from the unprecedented internal butchery that had followed the death of Louis, was now threatened by a powerful foreign coalition that dwarfed previous half-hearted international attempts to restrain the Revolutionaries. With Pitt’s backing Britain was an integral part of that coalition and so the struggle of the French Revolution burst out of France and its surrounding territories and onto the open sea.


Introduction

As our late cruise is rather interesting I shall endeavour to give you some account of it.

Anonymous British sailor writing home in June 1794.1

You are standing outside Westminster Abbey, waiting, with all of the other London tourists, to go in through the north door. The route is carefully laid out with barriers and patrolled by security officers who funnel every visitor along a relentless path into the Abbey. Turn around, elbow a few people out of the way and march across the grass toward the larger and much more impressive west door because this – which is now the exit – is the door that the architect of Westminster Abbey’s mid-eighteenth-century alterations, Nicholas Hawksmoor, envisaged as the building’s grand entrance; this was his bold statement of architectural vision. The fact that visitors must now enter through the north door is upsetting because they are unable to experience one of our finest architectural treasures in the way Hawksmoor intended, but more specifically it is upsetting because, if you are not careful, you miss one of the most magnificent naval monuments ever constructed.

This memorial is in the north tower, immediately to the left of the splendid west door. It is quite the last thing that any tired tourist leaving the Abbey would notice, but it is quite impossible to miss if one enters through the west door. The geography of the Abbey’s modern tourist trail has relegated this memorial to the bottom rung, despite its being in one of the most prestigious locations, if not the most prestigious location, for a memorial in the entire country. In St Paul’s Cathedral, by contrast, even the elaborate tombs of some of Britain’s finest are in the quiet sanctuary of the crypt, through the nave and down the stairs: one has to know where they are to find them. But this naval memorial at Westminster Abbey, this is something else entirely. It is quite deliberately provocative and it demands attention from all who enter through the west door. Entirely unexpected, within seconds of entering the Abbey, every visitor is confronted with an image of the Royal Navy. You expect to be awed by British reverence for God but within seconds you are awed by British reverence for seapower. It is a profoundly disorienting experience.

Now, look more closely and it becomes even more interesting, because this is not a memorial to a flag officer decorated many times over a lifetime of naval war, but that to a lowly captain by the name of James Montagu. Nevertheless, there he stands at the entrance to Westminster Abbey, hand on hip in breezy confidence, his waist tilted away from the magnificent sword that balances his pose. Raised on a column carved in relief with a detailed battle scene and with two rather surly lions at his feet, he peers with interest, down a long nose, into the nave while beautiful winged Victory reaches high into the heavens to lower a crown upon his head. Flags carved in marble provide a backdrop alive with movement, like the sea itself. Some flag officers’ tombs are more grand, perhaps, but no other naval captain is commemorated with such pomp and in such a nationally significant location as James Montagu. Twenty-two British monarchs lie in Westminster Abbey along with giants of British scientific, political and military history such as Isaac Newton, Charles Darwin, Bonar Law, Neville Chamberlain, Winston Churchill, Francis Drake, James Wolfe, William Shakespeare, Edward Elgar. The list goes on and on, but James Montagu is the one next to the front door (see fig. 1). He is a very lucky man.

A little farther down the north aisle and mounted high on the wall is another monument, this time dedicated to two men who were, again, both lowly naval captains: John Hutt and John Harvey. Compared to the Montagu memorial it is in fact but a tiny proportion and all that remains of what was, once, a monument to rival it in both size and artistic scope. No images of the original survive but we know that it was centred on a large vase decorated with portraits of both men. Set on a pedestal, the vase was flanked by a colossal figure of Britannia who, complete with shield, trident and lion, was placing a laurel on the vessel. Opposite Britannia, and of a similar size, was Fame complete with garland and trumpet and pointing to the officers’ names engraved at the base. On the front of the pedestal was a detailed battle relief, overflown by an angel grasping in one hand a palm branch and the other a set of scales, symbols of victory and justice. Behind the pedestal were carved trophies and the officers’ weaponry. The whole composition stood some eighteen feet high and was designed specifically ‘to tell, to distant ages, the “gallant bearing” of Britons’.2 Originally, the memorial to Hutt and Harvey was sited very close to that of Montagu. Impressive as it is today, therefore, the Montagu memorial provides only half of the impact that was once intended.

It was following an unscheduled visit to Westminster Abbey one fine spring day in 2009 that I stumbled, quite accidentally, upon these monuments. I was left reeling by the questions they posed. Not least, why did these three captains deserve such magnificent memorials and on such a nationally significant and prominent site? The simple answer is that they died in, or shortly after, the battle in 1794 that became known as the Glorious First of June. But this fact raised yet more questions. I knew that there were numerous fleet battles during the eighteenth century and at least fifty between 1688 and 1815. There was also a near-constant stream of other naval operations and engagements, ranging from clashes between single ships to amphibious warfare and coastal bombardment. The Royal Navy was generally successful, though the tide of British death was as steady as the tide of British victory. So, why was this battle so important to the British? What on earth happened in 1794? It was a conundrum in itself, but then I went to Paris and things became even more interesting.

You are now in Paris with your back to the Seine, looking south towards the Latin quarter. If you can find even the slightest vantage point you will be able to see a vast dome dominating the skyline, a dome that is designed to be seen and to attract, a monument that encourages you to visit and to discover. This is the dome of the Panthéon, the great neoclassical mausoleum that shelters the bones of many great and famous Frenchmen. Here, you will find the tombs of eminent writers and philosophers such as Voltaire, Rousseau, Victor Hugo and Alexandre Dumas and it was here that Léon Foucault demonstrated the rotation of the earth.

As Westminster Abbey is in Britain, the Panthéon is one of the most significant monuments in France and, as at Westminster Abbey, you are not allowed to walk in through the front door. You are, however, allowed through a small door just to one side and you are immediately funnelled towards the nave. One’s modern impression of the Panthéon, therefore, is very much as was always intended. And what is one of the first things that one sees? The tomb of a king, queen or emperor, a politician or a scientist? No. Just to the right of the nave and fiercely grabbing your attention with its larger-than-life white marble figures that gesture defiantly amongst a mountain of broken rigging, is a sculpture dedicated to the crew of a warship that sank in an engagement known as La Bataille Prairial (see fig. 2). The adjective prairial, loosely translated as ‘pastoral’, appears to sit uneasily in the title of a naval battle but it refers, here, to a date, rather than a place. In 1793 when the energy of the young French Revolution was in full spate, one of the many institutions and traditions of France that were reinvented was the calendar.3 The year began at the autumnal equinox and was divided into twelve months, each consisting of thirty days, and the months were all renamed for natural events corresponding to the season. Mid-February to March became Ventôse, from the Latin ventosus meaning windy; mid-April to May became Floréal, from the Latin flos meaning flower, and late May and early June became Prairial. La Bataille Prairial, therefore, is the very same battle that is known in Britain as the Glorious First of June.

Next, you must head north, back toward the Seine which you cross at the Île de la Cité and strike out across the third arrondissement until you reach that theatre of French Revolutionary heritage, the Place de la République. This was once the location of the great Temple prison where both Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, along with thousands of other French men and women, were held before their execution during the Terror of 1793–4. The Place de la République was a centrepiece of the rebuilding of Paris in the 1850s and 60s then, in 1879, the monument at its centre was constructed to celebrate the newly proclaimed Third Republic. Around its base at eye-level, bronze reliefs depict significant events in French history, one of them dedicated to the same crew of the same warship commemorated in the Panthéon. Thus, in the historic Place de la République, we find yet another memorial to La Bataille Prairial – the Glorious First of June.

Collectively, the memorials in Westminster Abbey, the Panthéon and the Place de la République say something very important about British and French history. The memorials’ grandeur and artistry coupled with their high-profile locations leave no doubt that the Glorious First of June once stood high in the national consciousness of both Britain and France. Moreover, the nature and location of all three memorials serve as a powerful reminder that naval history of the Age of Sail has become so dominated by Nelson and his great victories at Trafalgar (1805) and, to a lesser extent, the Nile (1798) that other great and significant battles have been overlooked. The first two volumes of my Hearts of Oak trilogy, The Fighting Temeraire and The Admiral Benbow, were about naval legends that have endured. This third volume rediscovers a naval legend that has been forgotten.

The Battle of the Glorious First of June was fought between Britain and France in the mid-Atlantic between 28 May and 1 June 1794. Beyond that, there are several facts that distinguish it and all are important in their own way. It was the first naval battle of the French Revolutionary War; it was the only fleet battle during the Reign of Terror; it was the first fleet battle in British or French history that was fought for political ideology rather than for territory, religion or trade or at the whim of monarchs;4 it was the longest fleet battle for 128 years;5 it was celebrated as a victory by the French and the British navy as well as by the Americans; it was the largest British naval victory for 102 years;6 it was the first naval battle witnessed and then depicted by a professional artist for 128 years;7 it was the first battle in the eighteenth century in which an Admiral deliberately tried to break the enemy line; it was the first battle made famous by a ‘panorama’, an artistic technique which became standard for celebrating naval battles; it was the first battle for which British officers received a medal; it was the first battle to be celebrated by an immediate Royal review of the fleet. But of all of these claims to distinction, the most important and the most interesting is this: The Glorious First of June was, without question, the hardest-fought battle of the Age of Sail.

In every battle fought in that period the men’s blood stained the spume amid flotsam, wreckage and bloated corpses. When news of those lost reached home, mothers, sons, daughters and sweethearts mourned their missing and their dead. Gifts wrapped for a happy return were put away; dreams of seaside walks with loved ones were now cherished as memories and not nursed as expectations. So much was the same; this side of warfare never changed. What distinguished The Glorious First of June from other naval battles was the very particular point in time at which it was fought: when the opposing fleets met in June 1794, the French Revolution was at its height. The Bastille had been stormed, Louis XVI had been executed and had lain in his grave for sixteen months and, now, the new French Republic tottered on uncertain legs, blinking at its first sun. With humanitarian ideals unlike any the world had ever seen cradled close to its heart, the Republic faced the enemies it had created at its birth. This was one of the most significant moments in the evolution of the modern world, a great rift in the plains of history. Could the young Republic survive?

Nothing was certain. The young Republic had enemies everywhere. The most significant European powers, the Holy Roman Empire, Prussia, Spain, Portugal and Britain, united in a coalition against the new Republic and the French populace had been shattered into a thousand disparate shards. Politics, religion, class, family and countless other factors had bred a dangerous mix of attraction and repulsion which erupted into one of the most vicious civil wars that has ever been fought. Into this chaos strutted the Jacobins, their tricolour sashes and cockades aggressively displaying their beliefs. A ruthless and radical political faction, the Jacobins chose to save the humanitarian ideals of the Republic through a dedicated programme of institutionalised fear, sustained violence and an absence of justice. This was the Reign of Terror.8

The Terror lasted only a short time, perhaps sixteen months from the spring of 1793. Although its start date is uncertain, its end date is quite specific: the Terror met its demise on 27 July 1794 with the death of Maximilien Robespierre, the caring lawyer who became the tyrant largely responsible for its design and implementation. Owing to reprisals against the hated Jacobins, civil unrest and violence did not stop immediately, but the intense politicisation of society gradually fizzled out and with it the denunciations, the propaganda, the fear and the butchery, all of which had blossomed under the Terror. A mere seven weeks before Robespierre’s fall from grace, the Jacobins’ reign was at its most intense. Everything appeared concentrated, magnified and distorted. In Paris, for example, the guillotine, which had been working at a steady rate for a year or so, was slicing off heads as quickly as the executioners could unstrap the severed bodies and secure the next fresh victim who was forced to lie in the seeping wetness of others’ blood. At one stage the guillotine had to be moved from its original position in the Place de la Révolution to the site of the demolished Bastille and then, again, even farther into the suburbs because the blood being shed threatened to pollute the city’s water supply.9 In the beautiful Vendée region of western France, just south of the Loire, women and child ‘rebels’ were clubbed to death and buried in mass graves while men were taken prisoner, loaded on to boats and executed by mass drownings in the Loire as their land was burned.

It was against this chaotic backdrop that two vast fleets, one British and one French, met in the middle of the north Atlantic, at a point so far from land that, uniquely, the resulting battle is known for its date rather than its location. There was no shadowy bluff, no sheer cliff, no menacing reef, no sandy shoal and no port to name it by. Nothing but the horizon encircled the ships on that misty summer morning while a towering, lumpy, mid-ocean swell rolled under their hulls.

What happened at that spot, where the seabed must still be littered with the debris of war and the shattered hull of the French 74-gunner, the Vengeur du Peuple, was unlike any other naval battle before or since. The French Revolution had tilted the world on its axis. England’s traditional enemy was governed, not by a new ruler but by a new system of beliefs. The battle was a clash of philosophies as much as one of oak and iron, flesh and bone with the British fearing that the hideousness of the Terror might be exported across the English Channel. Cuthbert Collingwood, a future star of the Royal Navy but then a lowly captain, wrote to a friend:

This war is certainly unlike any former, both in its object and execution. The object is a great and serious one, to resist the machinations of a mad people who, under the mask of freedom, wou’d stamp their tyranny in every country in Europe, and support and defend the happiest constitution that ever wisdom formed for the preserving order in civil society…10

The French were fighting for the survival of their Republic, for which they had already sacrificed so much. The French navy had been whipped into a frenzy by Jeanbon Saint-André, a Jacobin representative sent directly from Paris to Brest to galvanise naval affairs. He achieved his objective through judicious use of the guillotine and promising a string of punishments and death to those who failed to fight for the Republic in the unforgiving way expected of them. The French navy was fighting out of fear, but it was also fighting for its reputation. Less than a year before, the entire French Mediterranean squadron had surrendered to a British squadron under Samuel Hood without a shot being fired. This, the most disgraceful act in French naval history, was swiftly followed by a mutiny at Brest. Since the outbreak of war in 1792 French and British armies had met and tested each other’s strength time and again but thus far, naval contact between the two countries had been inconclusive. The French armies had begun to demonstrate their skill and resolve and now, with the British fleet spoiling for a fight, it was the turn of the navy to prove its loyalty and its value to the new Republic. Both fleets were straining at the leash for a significant battle.

The name of the battle is a little misleading. The Glorious First of June was not a single action but the final act in a week-long struggle between the fleets. There were large-scale battles on both 28 and 29 May followed by two days of excruciating tension with intermittent contact as the damaged ships circled their elusive opponent in thick fog. When they met again on 1 June, the preceding four days and nights had left both fleets very badly damaged and the men exhausted. The British fleet, led by the veteran naval commander Earl Howe, bore down on the French and broke their line in four, or possibly five, places. The French fleet was led by Louis Thomas Villaret de Joyeuse, a nobleman who had survived the Republicans’ violent hatred of the aristocracy. Transparently loyal to the Republican cause, Villaret countered the British attack with ferocious resolve.

Both sides hailed a victory. The British claim stemmed from the fact that they had sunk one and captured six French ships and that, while their own fleet suffered severe damage, no ships were lost to the French. The French for their part deemed themselves victors because they had fulfilled their mission. They had been ordered to sea to protect a convoy carrying grain from America. In the chaos of revolution the French economy had imploded, the people were starving and hunger was fuelling the country’s instability. The American grain was as vital for the politicians as it was for the starving peasants. Nothing, they ordered, must stop it reaching France. And despite the efforts of the British, the convoy did, indeed, reach Brest unmolested.

Thus the battle was celebrated in Britain and France and also in America. Having recently won independence through revolution in the War of American Independence (1775–83), the United States was openly supporting the French Republicans. In both Britain and France the facts of the battle and the politically induced spin combined to create a legend powerful enough to endure for generations. Incidents such as the single-ship action fought between the British Brunswick and the French Vengeur du Peuple captured everyone’s imagination. Vivid images of French sailors crying ‘Vive la République’ as their ship sank beneath them cemented the battle’s fame in French history. Entrepreneurs hovered around the Battle like bees around a honey pot, darting in to take out whatever they valued. It became famous in art, theatre, poetry and song. In Paris it impacted on the constantly shifting political situation and became an important factor in the events leading to the fall of Robespierre. Just seven weeks afterwards, the tyrant’s jawless head and headless corpse lay in a commoners’ mass grave in a Parisian cemetery alongside many others who, by increasing the powers of the state and stripping the powers of the individual had made the Terror a reality. The battle must also be linked to subsequent events in Paris: the confusion and weak leadership that followed the Jacobins and then, from the ashes of their destruction, the meteoric rise of Napoleon Bonaparte, a friend of Robespierre’s and witness to his personal ambition and the capability of an infrastructure designed for tyranny.

For this story to make sense, all of these themes must be brought together. It is not just a tale of fleet battle but of revolution, tyranny, mutiny, personal ambition, human endurance, fear and love, gain and loss. Much of the outline is well known to scholars of Robespierre and the Revolution but the naval side is not recognised to the extent a battle of such scale and importance deserves. Inevitably, as a precursor of Nelson, the Glorious First of June has suffered: it must always live in the shadow of his great victories at the Nile and Trafalgar. To understand its full impact at the time, however, we must put aside our knowledge of what followed and place ourselves in the spring of 1794 when the Royal Navy was still plagued by self-doubt. The British had unmistakeably and irrevocably lost the preceding war, the War of American Independence (1775–83). During that conflict, the French navy had fought skilfully in some magnificent ships and had achieved notable strategic and tactical successes at the battles of Ushant (1778) and the Chesapeake (1781). By the end of the war the British had begun to fight well and much of their reputation was restored by Admiral George Rodney in the Battle of the Saints (1782), but significant and lasting damage had been done to their confidence and uncertainty remained. Bitterness surrounded even the Battle of the Saints, caused by a distinct feeling that Rodney could have done more. By 1794 there had not been a fleet action for twelve years. A generation had passed. Some remembered the whistle of the cannonballs and the terrible shrieking of the rigging as it splintered and cracked under a hail of grapeshot, but many did not. Most British sailors were new to naval warfare; many of the newest recruits were so young that they were even new to ships and the sea.

To understand why the fleets met where they did, and how they fought in the way that they did, we must travel widely in our narrative and not only visit Paris and London, Plymouth and Brest, but also Toulon, Italy, Austria, Saint Domingue, Martinique, St Lucia, Tobago, Philadelphia, Virginia and New York. We must go back a full year to the summer of 1793 and then look on, past the battle, to the weeks, months and years that followed. With the traditional geographical and temporal barriers thus removed we can see links where previously none were visible, reach a more profound understanding of the battle itself and hence achieve a new perception of the French Revolution, one of the most important events in the history of the modern world. This is how naval history can give old stories a new voice.

The sources available to the historian wishing to place himself in the spring of 1794 are quite exceptional; indeed, a greater number of fascinating sources for this battle survive than for almost any other in the Age of Sail. Of particular importance, while very few accurate images of sailing warfare are known to exist, at the Glorious First of June, and for the first time since the seventeenth century, the battle was witnessed by an artist, Nicholas Pocock, one of the finest of his day and one who had spent his formative years at sea. Pocock understood the sea, ships and rigging and he worked in an era that sought artistic realism. As a result the paintings that survive of the Glorious First of June are believed to be the most accurate images of sailing warfare ever produced. There are numerous other detailed sketches and plans from eye-witnesses, including battle plans from the master of the Bellerophon11 and the third lieutenant of the Queen, 12 a rapidly executed ink sketch by Captain John Duckworth of the Orion13 and, most valuable of all, a series of plans kept by the meticulous hand of none other than Matthew Flinders who fought at the Glorious First of June as a midshipman on board the Bellerophon and went on to circumnavigate Australia.14 A host of other artists, though not present at the scene, also became involved in preserving the memory of the battle and went to great lengths to ensure their images were as accurate as possible by sketching the damaged ships and interviewing sailors and officers. Taken together, all these various depictions form a canon of work unrivalled in naval history.

The relics that survive from the battle are also deeply impressive, not least the magnificent white silk banner flown on French ships proclaiming ‘Marins. La République ou la Mort.’, which translates as, ‘Sailors. The Republic or Death.’ (see fig. 15). Even the ensign flown by Admiral Howe from the mainmast of his flagship, the Queen Charlotte, survives (see fig. 11). Very few such flags remain and this is the oldest Admiral’s command flag known to exist. Saved by a light-fingered midshipman named William Burgh who slipped it into his kit bag, the flag is vast, measuring four metres by five and a half metres, and is riddled with shot holes, bleached by sea and sun and tattered by the wind. It is shown quite clearly in a very large and very famous painting of the action by the English artist Philippe de Loutherbourg (see fig. 16). It was bought by the National Maritime Museum in London at a snip, only £40,000 for a unique piece of naval heritage, though only after a public appeal to save it from export into the hands of an American collector. To see it in person is a powerful experience, a worthy equal to viewing the foretopsail of HMS Victory from the Battle of Trafalgar that survives at the Royal Naval Museum in Portsmouth. A massive body of contemporary written evidence relating to the battle survives, including professional correspondence, love letters, ships’ logs and reports from dockyards, naval administrators, diplomats and spies.

This evidence can help explain how and why the battle on 1 June 1794 once enjoyed an exalted status in British and French culture. A fresh analysis can also verify whether basic facts are accurate. It has long been argued, for example, that it was won by superior British seamanship and experience, but this was the British navy’s first battle for nearly eleven years. Is such a comparison and judgement fair after such a passage of time? Skill, after all, is much easier to lose than it is to gain and lessons are much easier to forget than to learn. Traditionally, the French crews have also been described as an unskilled mob driven to extremes of courage under the whip-hand of the Jacobins. But if one stops to consider, this picture is not so clear. Certainly a large portion of the experienced French officer corps had left the navy for fear of their lives and been replaced by merchantmen and fishermen. On the other hand, anyone who has tried to enter a port on the north-western coast of France knows that it requires a high degree of seamanship, even in a modern yacht, to survive the tidal races, hidden rocks and constant patchy fog. In fact, the fishermen and merchant captains of north-western France, particularly those from around St Malo, were among the finest seamen afloat. We must ask ourselves anew, therefore, how the change in the social and professional dynamic of French crews actually impacted French naval competence. We also need to think beyond the immediate focus of the battle, beyond the immediate pain and human tragedy of fleet warfare and beyond the seamanship and tactics of victory to explain how the British and French operational capabilities and war strategy were affected by the battle, and how the battle interacted with other events that led to the downfall of Robespierre and eventually to the rise of Napoleon.

Most importantly of all we must ask ourselves if the battle deserves its continuing association with glory, for it is clear that deep in its heart, this battle is a profound paradox. If one could ask the people who fought at the First of June to describe the battle in a single word very few would use the word ‘glorious’. Painful and exhilarating, dark and light, wet and dry, hungry and thirsty, frightening and energising, hot and cold? Yes: all of these. But glorious? No. In 1794 the word glorious was used by politicians and historians, not sailors; by observers, not combatants. It fails entirely to capture the pain of trying to eat with teeth shattered by splinters, of the smell of blood like the taste of a copper coin, or the reality of trying to maintain one’s balance on a heaving, slippery deck with a sword cut to the hip, a piece of grapeshot in the knee or toes crushed beyond repair. Glorious is a word used with hindsight to embellish and deceive; it is the gold leaf that transforms an iron candlestick into a priceless treasure; the forged label that turns vinegar into claret. Yet that process of transformation is itself part of the history of the battle: it cannot be discarded once identified, but should be celebrated as its own layer of history. The battle may not have been glorious for many who fought it, but the politicians on both sides grasped the opportunity it raised to stoke the fires of propaganda that powered the war.

Simply because of its name, therefore, no other naval battle can demonstrate such important themes so clearly. Equally, no other battle shows so emphatically that naval history is best understood by focusing first on the societies which created and surrounded the navies involved. Naval history is not about ships, powder and geometric lines representing fleets, but about the people who sailed in those ships and, over and above even that, the people who sent them to war. What happened hundreds, or even thousands of miles away from the battle was very often more important than what took place on board the ships themselves. The natural shape of the story of the Glorious First of June shadows so perfectly the rise and fall of Maximilien Robespierre that it is there it must start. It begins not with sweating sailors peering nervously through gunports, ears straining for the order to fire and hearts racing in anticipation, but in the cool of a committee room in the heart of Paris. There stands the vain and dainty Robespierre, in whose mind were conceived some of the purest ideals of human civilisation, in whose hands lay the future of the French republic, and at whose feet lay thousands upon thousands of French corpses.


1.

The First Terror

APRIL – AUGUST 1793

[image: image]

My purpose is to burn everything, to leave nothing … all brigands caught bearing arms, or convicted of having taken up arms to revolt against their country, will be bayoneted. The same will apply to girls, women and children in the same circumstances. Those who are merely under suspicion will not be spared either…

General Louis Turreau declares his intentions for the rebellious
Vendée region of France, 19 January 1794.1

There are many extraordinary characters in the French Revolution, but no one encapsulates better the change in the nature of the Revolution in the aftermath of Louis XVI’s death than Maximilien Robespierre. A small, immaculately presented man, fond of his sky-blue frock coat, embroidered waistcoat and silk stockings, he always wore small, circular, green-tinted spectacles through which he peered to read his endless, meandering speeches. A man of slight stature, his words nevertheless carried weight and influence; he could recruit, convince, enthuse, persuade and harangue as no other. His intellect could twist the most clear-cut logic in an age when twisted logic was a currency that could purchase life or death. He was zealous, motivated and ambitious but, above all, he was eloquent, articulate and tenacious, and as with all politicians who are both ambitious and tenacious, Robespierre was prepared to change his mind. Once a moderate lawyer, he had argued passionately against war and specifically against the death penalty with no exception, but by 1792 he was arguing for it, and with no exception. It was chiefly under his impassioned guidance that the Revolution, once a movement steeped in virtue and morality, descended into unprecedented butchery in the first two years of the new Republic.

Only three years previously, the Revolution’s humanitarian ideals had been celebrated throughout the western world. The Revolutionaries had argued for popular sovereignty, for civil liberty and for equality before the law; for the legality of divorce and for full status to be granted to illegitimate children; for the abolition of primogeniture, slavery and discrimination against Protestants and Jews. In 1789, the British Ambassador in Paris wrote: ‘The greatest revolution that we know anything of has been effected with, comparatively speaking, if the magnitude of the event is considered, the loss of very few lives: from this moment we may consider France a free country.’ In the same year the House of Commons proposed to the Lords a ‘day of thanksgiving for the French Revolution’2 and a popular poem even celebrated the newfound freedom of the old enemy.

There is not an English heart that would not leap

That ye were fallen at last, to know

That even our enemies, so oft employed

In forging chains for us, themselves were free.3

But by the spring of 1794, when Robespierre had achieved tyrannical control, perhaps half a million men and women had been imprisoned for political crimes, almost 16,000 had been officially guillotined with the deaths carefully logged and perhaps a further 40,000 had been executed without any record being kept. Countless corpses, 200,000 at least in the Vendée region alone and, some scholars claim, more than double that figure for all of France, filled rivers, ditches and mass graves.4

The night before his election to the Committee of Public Safety (CPS), the body of twelve men instigated in April 1793 and granted exceptionally wide-ranging executive powers to govern France at this time of crisis, Robespierre took up his pen and in his highly distinctive and very exact cursive handwriting, set down his self-styled manifesto for progress. It ended with the following paragraph that reveals how unstable France had become, and the extent to which the Jacobins were prepared to go to secure their dream:

How can we end the civil war?

By punishing traitors and conspirators, especially those deputies and administrators who are to blame; by sending patriot troops under patriot leaders to reduce the aristocrats of Lyon, Marseille, Toulon, the Vendée, the Jura, and all other districts where the banner of Royalism and rebellion has been raised; and by making a terrible example of all the criminals who have outraged liberty and spilt the blood of patriots.5

Just as the initial ideals of the Revolution seem impossible to reconcile with the genocide of 1793–4, so it is with the image of Robespierre as both tolerant and tyrannical and as the incarnation of both moderation and extremism. The origins of this change in both the Revolution and Robespierre are uncertain and debatable but it is clear that, by the time the headless Louis lay in a mass grave in 1792, some of the seeds of extremism had already germinated: the Jacobin regime had embraced and used shocking violence; the Revolutionaries were intrinsically afraid of conspiracy and anyone with alternative views to those of the Jacobins had been branded as enemies.

There was also considerable and rapidly growing antipathy directed toward the ruling politicians. In reality, little had changed for the poorest classes who had placed so much hope in the Revolution. The king was dead but the poor were still poor, the hungry were still hungry and many were now poorer and hungrier than they ever had been. The means by which any change could be brought about were also uncertain; there was a lack of leadership, a gulf of power. The Republic had been declared but the new constitution had not been written, thus there was no legal infrastructure to guarantee its safety and to wield its power.

Enemies of the Revolution chose this moment, the earliest days of the new Republic, to rise up. Sixty of the eighty departments broke into open revolt in June 1793 over the Jacobin expulsion of their opponents, the Girondins, from the National Convention – the legislative assembly. In the Vendée, that beautiful region just south of the Loire, thousands had already formed an army to fight for their freedom: Republicanism not only threatened their Catholic faith, but also imposed the indignity of forced conscription and required them to pay a tax for a war they did not support. The bourgeois middle class of some of France’s principal provincial cities, Marseille, Lyon and Toulon, rose under the banner of federalism, a political system favoured by the Girondins. Elsewhere, though in fewer numbers, supporters of the monarchy fought for its restoration.

Hunger remained a problem for everyone in the very hot summer of 1793 because, although the harvest was good, there was little water to run the mills. Flour could not be milled and so bread and biscuits could not be baked. Prices shot up and shops and warehouses were raided of goods. In mid-summer the Convention, in a vain attempt to ease hyperinflation, was forced to fix the price of bread and other necessities and hoarding became punishable by death. This was a time of price control and requisitioning of labour, goods and property to a degree that was unprecedented and remained unmatched until the Second World War.6

In the same year France’s borders were coming under foreign threat on all sides and her armed forces were incompetent. The Austrians, Prussians and some German states attacked from the north and east. In January, an attempt by the French navy to take Sardinia failed spectacularly and in March French forces were routed by the Austrians at Neerwinden and forced out of the Low Countries. In their wake the Austrians advanced into northern France. Also in March, France tried to send a fleet to the West Indies but it got no farther than Biscay and the Royal Navy occupied the Flanders ports of Nieuport and Ostend. And, again in March, the Austrians took Aix-la-Chapelle and Liège. In April France’s General Dumouriez, who had overseen the disaster at Neerwinden, defected to the Austrians. French troops panicked along the Rhine frontier at both Alsace and at Montcheutin.7 In April, in the West Indies, the British captured the French island of Tobago and in early summer began to move against Martinique. The strategically significant towns of Jérémie, St Nicholas Mole and Léogane on the French colony of Saint Domingue all fell to the British. St Pierre and Miquelon, fishing bases off Newfoundland, also fell to the British. In June 1793 the first frigate to be captured in the first year of war was French: the Cléopâtre was boarded by the crew of the British frigate Nymphe, commanded by Captain Sir Edward Pellew. In July, Mainz, on the Rhine, fell to the Prussians, bringing to an end its Revolutionary aspirations and excesses. The Piedmontese forced their way over the Alps and the Spaniards over the Pyrenees, as far as the river Têt. In the East Indies hostilities did not break out until June but as soon as they did French possessions, with the exception of Mauritius, fell like dominoes. In total that year almost 19,000 French troops surrendered.

With so much uncertainty surrounding the new Republic and no effective government in place since ridding the country of its monarch, immediate action was needed if France and its colonies were not to fall to the British, Dutch, Austrians or French counter-Revolutionaries, leaving the revolution as nothing more than a broken dream. The one thing that the Jacobins needed more than any other was time to absorb the decisions and actions they had made in the preceding few months. They had abolished the monarchy but all they had to replace it was ideas. There was no sound, responsible government infrastructure ready in the wings and something was desperately needed to fill the vacuum, if only as a temporary measure to save the republic. The answer the Jacobins came up with was the Committee of Public Safety, its job to flex the muscle of the National Convention in Republican interests and secure the military and economic stability the Republic needed to carry out its benevolent work. It was granted extraordinary executive powers to do this, and to do it quickly.

By midsummer 1793, every man, woman, child and inanimate object had been conscripted, by means of the grande levée, for the war effort. This was conscription according to Republican ideals, applied equally to everything and to everyone. The decree was sent out:

The young men shall fight; the married men shall forge weapons and transport supplies; the women will make tents and clothes and will serve in the hospitals; the children will make up old linen into lint; the old men will have themselves carried into the public squares to rouse the courage of fighting men, to preach the unity of the Republic and the hatred of Kings. The public buildings shall be turned into barracks, the public squares into munitions factories, the earthen floors shall be treated with lye to extract saltpetre. All firearms of suitable calibre shall be turned over to the troops: the interior shall be policed with shotguns and with cold steel. All saddle horses shall be seized for the cavalry; all draft horses not employed in cultivation will draw the artillery and supply-wagons.8

Scholars no longer believe the Revolutionary propaganda describing hordes of bright-eyed young men willingly rushing to the front or to the dockyards to lay down their lives for the Republic. In fact, conscription was the solution to one problem, the external threat to France, and the cause of the other, the internal threat to the Republican cause. The departments raged against the tally of 300,000 new soldiers they were required to provide in the first levée of February 1793 and the second, of August of that year, which expected to raise 500,000 more. Neither levée raised the expected amount but together they swelled the ranks of the French army to a staggering 750,000.

To bring the country to order, the CPS was also given the power of summary justice. The will of the Republic needed to be wielded powerfully and immediately. Time was now more important than justice. There was no open trial, no fair hearing and no appeal. After the Law of Suspects was introduced on 17 September 1793, even circumstantial evidence became admissible and attempts at self-defence could be twisted easily by paranoid judges. By the end of the summer citizens could find themselves condemned to death for nothing more than ‘associations, comments, or writings have[ing] shown themselves partisans of tyranny or federalism and enemies of liberty’. A gunsmith arrested at Versailles called for a fair hearing, citing in his defence the Rights of Man, that document so central to the original Revolution. The judge on the tribunal, however, proclaimed: ‘He talks continuously of liberty and the rights of man, which shows clearly enough that he is bent on sedition.’9 There was little defence against such logic. The debate of the early years had simply vanished: by 1793, to think differently made you an enemy of the Revolution; moderation and counter-Revolution became one and the same. In some areas of the country there were more acquittals than others but they were, still, a rarity. Indictment, prosecution and conviction was the norm.

In the summer of 1793 that power of summary justice, moreover, was not jealously guarded and centrally held by the CPS but was delegated to deputies who travelled throughout France in an attempt to bring the country to order through terror: as the CPS’s powers grew, so did it leak through their hands. Frenzied rhetoric and zeal erupted in the freedom of a monarch-less state. The sans-culottes, the group of working-class radicals and army volunteers who enacted most of the Revolutionary policy, were at their most powerful in this period characterised by extraordinary executive powers and a total lack of central control
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