


Author’s Note

The Seven Years War (1756–63) was the war from which Britain emerged as the world’s major power – its first global power. In fighting it, Britain’s most powerful weapon was the Royal Navy. This is the story of the overlapping crews of two ships in that war, Monmouth and Dragon – a story that illustrates ‘that remarkable superiority British seamen have over others, on all important occasions’ and reveals some of the reasons why those British tars were so very proficient.

   The incomprehensible language spoken by seamen was a commonplace of Georgian humour. It remains extremely difficult to avoid naval solecisms while trying to describe sea-fights and voyages in a way that can be understood by those who are not familiar with sea-terms and maritime jargon. I hope that genuine seamen will be charitable with this land-lubber’s effort to describe life at sea to other landsmen. For those who fall foul of unfamiliar terminology, the glossary and the dramatis personae or list of ship’s companies should provide some bearings.

   Manuscripts have been transcribed exactly, as far as possible, without the use of sic, except that superscript has been regularised and all ship names italicised. Documents transcribed from printed collections, however, have sometimes already been modernised by their editors.

   Where commonly understood British versions of foreign place names exist I have used them. So Belle-Île is Belle Isle, Livorno is Leghorn, Ouessant is Ushant.

   At this date the pound sterling comprised twenty shillings of twelve pence. A guinea was one pound and one shilling.

    Tim Clayton, April 2007
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Half-mad Jack Addles from the Sea

Monmouth, Foudroyant and Nottingham limped past John Smeaton’s newly completed, granite-built lighthouse on the Eddystone on 6 November. Using Maker Church as their seamark, they sailed into Plymouth Sound. Monmouth was letting in water at a rate of twenty-one inches an hour with the men still pumping in relays, so next day they got the ship into the Hamoaze, the broad part of the Tamar estuary where the dock was situated. They passed through the narrow, turbulent Cremyll passage where the water was ‘like a boiling pot, in which a helmsman can scarce command the steerage of his boat from the run of the tide’, into this relatively sheltered water. In driving rain they lashed Monmouth alongside the Prince Henry hulk, and began to unload her.

   Constantine Phipps scribbled a few lines to his parents: ‘still in Plymouth & getting everything out Ready for ye Dock which is not yet Ready for us . . . I was ashore yesterday & again this morning’, before leaping on the coach that splashed up the newly-built Great West Road to London. ‘I sent him away at 10 minutes Warning,’ explained the captain to Lepel Phipps, ‘that there might not be 5 days lost to him, as the Coach goes out but twice a Week, & his Heart was set on getting to you’. Hervey sent instructions for new clothes for him:



– he carried but three shirts & his uniform which you’ll see is in Good Order, but he is outgrown it, therefore we want another Suit of Uniform & a Blue Great Coat – half a Dozn. Shirts with little, little, very little Ruffles: some shoes some good strong stockings and a hat et nous voila – but I wd. not have the Cloaths made ’till about three or four days before he is coming away, & then a little in the Country fashion, too long & too Big rather for present Wear



   It rained almost constantly and strong winds lashed the ships in harbour. The ‘state’ of the ship delivered to the port admirals on 9 November showed that Monmouth had only twenty-four sick on board and six ashore, which was remarkable after so long at sea. She had also brought home twenty-eight sick supernumeraries belonging to other ships. Her captain was unable to put either foot on deck and had to be carried off the ship. The document also shows just how good her crew now was, at least on paper. Monmouth had only four seamen rated ordinary and nineteen landsmen to 328 rated petty and able. Only Achilles, whose men were all rated able, had a crew that was more showily rated – the other ships in port had far more inexperienced men. Bienfaisant, for instance, another ‘sixty-four’, had 104 ordinary and 98 landsmen to 173 petty and able.

   The ship herself was described as ‘leaky and very foul, last cleaned 15 March 1759’, but before she could dock another ship had to be cleaned. This meant that finally there was an opportunity for shore leave. The boys were given two weeks from 13 November, other men one week in batches. It was more meaningful leave than they could have had in London earlier, since many could now visit their families. William Champlyn’s wife Mary was in Egg Buckland just beyond Plymouth with their son William, born early in 1758. Edward Salmon went ashore to Cawsand and created a son who was christened John Wickett Salmon the following September. William May’s wife Grace came from Chudleigh but probably lived in or near the new town of Dock that was growing up round the royal dockyard. Richard Meager’s wife Sarah lived there too.

   For those without families near Plymouth there was ample entertainment on shore. A gazetteer published that year in Exeter wrote of Plymouth being most crowded



in its most flourishing wicked Time of what some call a good red-hot War with France, when indeed ’tis too much over-stock’d with Inhabitants new-come from Ireland, Cornwall, and other Parts, and gather’d Flocks of Females, charitably inclined to solace money’d Sailors in Distress; and, that they may do it honestly, and with a good Conscience, marry them ex tempore, possibly Half a Dozen successively in as many Months; their unfortunate former Husbands dying almost as soon as out of the Sound (in a double Meaning).



The writer blamed the wartime incomers:



The true Plymothians themselves are in the main allow’d to be as polite, genteel, religious and worthy a People as those enjoy’d by any other place. [But in wartime] thro’ the vast Resort of the Necessitous, the Rapacious, the Lewd by land, and of the half-mad Jack Addles from the Sea, the Scene are alter’d much, and very grievous to the best Natives. Then is (tho’ but in common with other Sea-port Towns) too much introduced Sharping, Tricking, Debauchery, Pride, Insolence, Prophanness, Impurity with Insolence . . .



   How true it was that sailors might marry each time they had leave is difficult to establish. A survey of pensions paid between 1750 and 1770 to sea officers’ widows revealed only one widow of two husbands, although there were ten officers with two widows. One of them was George Knight, fourth lieutenant of the Monmouth, who had married Elizabeth in 1764 and Janet in 1766.

   The Monmouths had been paid in April and had had little opportunity to spend their money since. Edward Salmon, Richard Treadenham and a few other married men sent home remittances to genuine wives and families in accordance with the 1758 act designed to eliminate the hardships that naval bureaucracy might cause, but most spent their money with profligate generosity. The act had made pay more regular and allowed men to have some or all of it sent to their homes, but most of the crew were young and unmarried. In 1760 one captain chastised his men with the observation that ‘whenever ye get any money paid, ye do not act with it like rational creatures, and lay it out on clothes and necessaries, but ye throw it immediately away on dirty whores and in stinking gin’. Such behaviour seems to have been very common. Sailors ashore frequented the theatre, and a whole genre of prints that showed sailors at play was certainly designed with their custom in mind. Plymouth had a new Theatre Royal in George Street, but otherwise its leisure facilities focused on sex and booze.

   With these temptations so close at hand, men went ashore without permission and some overstayed their leave. It was sometimes difficult to retrieve these ‘ramblers’ and ‘stragglers’, and occasionally the attempt led to violence and a court martial. One took place while Monmouth was at Plymouth.

   At the hearing it was reported that James Samber, acting lieutenant of the Defiance, was dispatched ashore with two midshipmen, Harvey and Buckley, to round up men absent without leave. At four in the afternoon Harvey had spotted one of them, Patrick Wilson. Wilson refused to go aboard and Harvey, afraid to seize him, said he could have until six. At seven Harvey found him again, and this time he had Samber and Buckley with him, armed with staves. Samber ‘took him by the collar and desired him to come’, whereupon Wilson, according to Samber’s evidence, ‘immediately took a knife out of his pocket and opening it, made two or three strokes at me, intending to cut me with it’. Buckley said that he and Samber then knocked Wilson down until he dropped the knife. It was dark, Buckley said, and he was not sure whether Wilson used it. He also seemed much in liquor. Harvey said Wilson tried to cut Buckley. A passing seamen ‘saw the prisoner with three gentlemen after him, who struck him with their sticks, he ran but they overtook him’. He heard the officer say if he would go quietly he would forgive him. According to Samber ‘he refused, saying he would die first’ and was very abusive. He was sufficiently sober that he ‘knew me and called me by name’. Harvey said Wilson sat down, refused to move and hit Harvey with his fist. He appeared drunk. He recognised them after they knocked his knife away, but possibly not before. Eventually the three of them got Wilson to the guard house by force, but he collared Samber several times on the way and tore his coat. Wilson said that he was drunk and did not remember drawing the knife.

   The vagueness with which both midshipmen addressed the question of whether Wilson used the knife against Samber and whether he knew who he was dealing with was a deliberate attempt to help him escape Article 21 of the Articles of War, read out once a month to all crews:



If any officer, mariner, soldier or other person in the fleet, shall strike any of his superior officers, or draw, or offer to draw, or lift up any weapon against him, being in the execution of his office, on any pretence whatsoever, every such person being convicted of any such offense, by the sentence of a court martial, shall suffer death.



But Samber was merciless and so was the court. On 28 November Wilson was hanged from the yardarm of the Barfleur and displayed to all the fleet.

   While the men enjoyed their leave, the captain settled outstanding business. He was asked whether midshipman James Gilbert, a follower from Hampton Court, would make a gunner. He replied that Gilbert was a fine seaman and worthy of promotion, but if the Admiralty wanted a gunner John Burgess was a better choice. ‘This Man’, he wrote, ‘has been Quarter Gunner, & Gunner’s Mate, in every ship I have had the Honor to command, and has taken every method to qualifie himself for every Branch of the Gunner’s Duty, he is a Sober, Active and Diligent Man’. Neither got immediate promotion.

   Others did. First lieutenant Edward Hutchins was promoted into the flagship St George. In his place Hervey brought in his old friend, Peter Foulkes, a Cheshire man who had been his first lieutenant for eleven years in Princessa, Phoenix and Hampton Court. Foulkes had suffered more than most in Byng’s disgrace: Byng had promoted him captain of Phoenix when Hervey took Defiance, but the Admiralty had refused to ratify the disgraced admiral’s appointment.

   Master’s mate John McLaurin had been in Plymouth for a month, attending to the Mercure. He had passed for lieutenant in March 1759 and very much wanted a commission, but on 26 November he took the realist’s second option by accepting the offer of a warrant as master of the sloop Hornet. Her master and commander George Johnstone was a charismatic if controversial figure: one striking eccentricity was that he had Hornet’s cabin lined with bookshelves. Hervey promoted Edward Salmon to master’s mate in McLaurin’s place.

   On 19 November, news that Conflans had escaped from Brest had reached London, causing consternation and foreboding that, despite all the summer’s efforts, the French might yet come. 29 November was set aside as a day of thanksgiving for success in Canada, but nobody was counting his chickens, and at least one preacher took as his text psalm xxvii, verse 3: ‘Tho’ an host of men were laid against me, yet shall not my heart be afraid’. That very day, however, the fate of the invasion was finally settled – a dispatch arrived with the news of Hawke’s destruction of Conflans’s fleet at Quiberon. In a full gale Hawke had followed the French into the bay, and, during the battle and the stormy night following, three French ships had sunk with terrible loss of life and two had been captured. Five had escaped into the estuary of the Vilaine but were effectively trapped there. Two British ships had gone aground and were lost.

   It was an action that ‘very few men would have had the nerve to hazard’. The Duke of York remarked that ‘Providence never shew’d us more favor in my poor opinion than in this instance, for it is next to a miracle, that upon such a Coast, with such a wind, many more of our ships did not go ashore.’ The second Sunday of December was set aside for another national thanksgiving for the part that Providence had played in removing the threat of invasion, but the consummate seamanship of the officers and men of the British fleet had also played its part in the greatest victory of its kind that the Royal Navy had ever achieved.

   It was the victory that completed the work that the Monmouths had done during the summer, but they themselves had missed it. ‘Their Lordships will give me leave to have the honour of congratulating them on the success of His Majesty’s fleet,’ wrote Hervey, ‘tho’ I shall ever condole with myself for the misfortune of not having had it in my power to contribute towards it.’ He went on leave to London to find the capital celebrating the bonfires and illuminations. He was unfit for sea, and less than pleased about the weakness he had inherited from his difficult grandmother: ‘I am still with both feet up, – what a horrid situation! physicians here advise against going out – 19 yrs heat with the benefit of an hereditary Gout – thanks be to my Good Lady Bristol of Pious & Immortal Memory! D—n her for a B—!’

   However, he never liked cruising in home waters in winter and he may already have known that he might be changing into a brand new ship. He confided to Lepel: ‘entre nous – (but this is to be whisper’d between Phipps, you, & I,) should I not go out again this winter, or have another ship I do not propose he shd. go out ’till I do, & his time shall go on equally – but I charge you not a Word of this hint to any whatever’.

   Molly Hervey reported to a friend that illness had forced her son to stay indoors until late January. At the beginning of the new year, Monmouth set sail for Quiberon Bay with a temporary captain. Soon afterwards Hervey was appointed to the seventy-four-gun Dragon, building at Deptford. He had a fine new ship of the latest and most powerful design, but he had to find a new ship’s company from scratch. The Admiralty appointed his officers, giving his own views due consideration.

   Some of Dragon’s new officers almost certainly visited the ship as she stood on the stocks. Tourists wandered freely among these growing ships, and the officers probably joined the crowd that watched her launched in March 1760.

   Although Deptford was only three miles below London Bridge, it was a town with open space between it and the city, a large, bustling community with a population of 10,000. In 1756 the royal dockyard alone employed 1,236, but Deptford was also the navy’s principal victualling depot as well as a shipbuilding centre. Owing to the silting of the Thames, the Dragon was one of the largest ships that could be built there and the river had to be dredged periodically to get such ships out. She stood, as she waited, proud and pristine, supported by wooden props in one of the slips either side of the huge, red-brick storehouse. A Deptford shipwright named John Cleveley, who was a painter in his spare time, recorded many similar launches in precise detail: Dragon’s exposed keel gleaming white, then a black stripe, then a band of ochre that became red when the gun ports opened, then another black stripe. Above her flew four huge flags: the Admiralty’s anchor, the royal arms, the Union Jack and a red ensign.

   Dragon was of the Bellona class, a bold new design by Surveyor of the Navy Thomas Slade that was adopted as the standard for future battleships. Within that class Dragon herself, proving an excellent ship, was taken as a model by the Admiralty, ‘judging it of great importance that every ship of the same class should be built so nearly to resemble each other that the masts, yards, furniture and other stores provided may serve for every other ship of the same rank’.

   On 4 March she slipped gleaming into the river to await her masts and rigging. Three days later the ship’s muster book opened with Hervey’s name first on the list. He received his commission and went to Deptford, where he found the people of the yard putting the finishing touches to their work on the ship. He met his purser, James Perrott, son of a navy shipwright with a secondary business as a coal merchant, and his master, Henry Middleton. Middleton was a married man, nearing superannuation after at least thirteen years with a warrant. Like other warrant officers, masters started with little vessels and gradually qualified for ships of larger rates. This was Middleton’s first third-rate ship.

   Four of the lieutenants and the core of the crew were turned over from Revenge, although none of the officers had been with Revenge long enough to know her men well, and three of them were inexperienced. First lieutenant Joseph Hanby had passed for lieutenant all of four years before, and second lieutenant John Robinson was only thirty-three, two years younger than Captain Hervey. He had gone to sea very late at twenty-six, so he had eight years’ experience to Hervey’s twenty-four, but he had powerful friends. Having begun the war in Culloden under Captain Henry Ward, he had been a midshipman at the battle of Mahon in 1756, had transferred to Henry Osborn’s flagship Prince and then to Edward Hawke’s flagship Ramillies. He had qualified for lieutenant the year before, in 1759, and had immediately been appointed to Revenge. (He was lucky to have left Ramillies. On 14 February 1760 she had been wrecked near Bolt Tail and only twenty-seven men survived out of nearly 800 on board.)

   Dragon’s third lieutenant was Dandy Kidd, whose father was one of the captains who had started on Admiral Anson’s epic voyage round the world of 1740 to 1744. Dandy Kidd senior had died off Brazil in 1741 when his five-year-old son was at boarding school near Stratford, Essex. The boy was motherless and probably illegitimate, but his father’s will had provided for his education and training ‘in some profession or business’. Like Robinson, Kidd was a new lieutenant, qualified in the last year with only four years’ documented service. Fourth lieutenant William Osborn was a different type, more like Monmouth’s officers. He was about ten years older than the captain and had qualified for lieutenant at thirty-three after more than nine years in the navy. A shipmate of Robinson’s, he had also just escaped the watery grave that would have been his had he remained in Hawke’s flagship Ramillies.

   The seamen trickled in, towing their sea chests, on 11 and 12 March. There should have been three hundred of them, but thirty-seven never turned up at all. They were in a sulky frame of mind. First, they had been turned over, and second, they had been denied leave until they had rigged Dragon. Mariners hated being ‘turned over’ from ship to ship, and the Revenges were no exception. Like the Monmouths they were a hardened, settled crew. They did not have the clear regional identity that the Monmouths had, but they bore a common grudge, having been pressed together in autumn 1755.

   For seamen in wartime the press was a regular hazard. At the beginning of any war and on regular occasions thereafter an impress officer set up headquarters in a tavern like the Black Boy and Trumpet at Saint Katherine’s Stairs. Here he took in volunteers and collected information. Volunteers received a bounty and had the right to choose their ship. In the evening, his gang of armed seamen would raid the haunts frequented by sailors on shore. Such attempts to gather men were usually resisted with violence – the local authorities were rarely sympathetic to the press. The gangs could usually recognise seaman by their dress, their weatherbeaten faces and rolling gait – they were not interested in pressing landsmen, unless desperate, or short of specialists like barbers, tailors or butchers. Usually there were enough inexperienced volunteers; captains only wanted trainees if proper seamen could not be found.

   It was often easier to find real seamen by searching merchant ships as they approached their home port. Men hid, but the gangs knew where to find them. Pressed men were crammed into a tender – more or less imprisoned – then taken to a receiving ship which distributed them to ships needing crews. Pressing at the beginning of a war was an eventuality that seamen expected and some even welcomed, but reformers viewed the press as a violent intrusion on individual rights. The alternative view was that the Royal Navy was a force of citizens in arms, like the ancient Greek navy, and that British seamen had a patriotic duty to serve in time of war. Some sailors were proud to take that view. Most weren’t.

   Revenge had been crewed at the time of the annual arrival of the East Indies fleet, which coincided fortuitously with the appearance of West Indies ships that had sailed before the hurricane season set in. Many Revenges were therefore fine long-distance seamen from these sources. The Golden Fleece tender in the Thames had brought in one haul, the rest had been picked up at the Nore or in the Downs where merchant ships had gathered to wait for a wind to take them up river. Most were Londoners of a sort, but London was just as cosmopolitan a place then as it is now. William Oberg, for instance, pressed into Revenge, was a Swede who was taken with several other Scandinavians. Although its share of Britain’s trade was declining relative to growing ports like Bristol and Liverpool, London was still by far the country’s busiest port: its own trade had doubled in the previous fifty years.

   Most of the men who joined Dragon had been with Revenge for several years. A few were inexperienced recent recruits, but even they had fought a major battle. The day the Monmouth had beaten the Foudroyant, the Revenge had beaten the Orphée. Orphée was much smaller than Foudroyant, but she had fought more effectively. In his determination to prevent the French ship’s escape, Captain Storr had attacked at pistol shot from a disadvantageous position for an hour and a half before Berwick had come up and Orphée had surrendered. Consequently, Revenge had taken heavy casualties and shared in the glory of the day. In the immediate past, the swift-sailing Revenge had led Hawke’s fleet in the November chase into Quiberon Bay. Revenge had engaged and delayed the much larger French eighty-gun flagship Formidable, and then the seventy-four-gun Magnifique, allowing other British ships to catch them. That night the Revenges had fought their way off the rocky lee shore with the ship in a very leaky condition. They had played a full part in Hawke’s great victory.

   The Revenges considered themselves national heroes, and that increased their sense of ill-usage at being turned over and denied leave. The many Londoners among them were the most disgruntled of all at their imposed forced labour so close to the pleasures of home. The ship’s policeman, master-at-arms Alexander Mowet, led them in. Mowet, from Edinburgh, was one of a substantial contingent of Scotsmen who, like him, had been in Revenge since mobilisation five years earlier. Quarter-gunner David Belford was another, a married man from Dunbar, and quartermaster’s mate William Buchanan, a married man in his late thirties, a third. An officer and forty of Revenge’s marines soon joined them.

   They finished rigging the ship on 2 April and passed the next day paying the masts and blacking the blocks and yards. That day the Revenges penned a petition to the Admiralty:



May it please your Lordships, whereas your Lordships were pleased to say that you wou’d give the Revenge’s Crew Liberty as soon as they had rigg’d the Dragon: We humbly pray leave to lay these lines before your Lordships to let you know that we have perform’d what was demanded and most humbly petition to your Lordships that you will be so generously disposed as to grant us the Liberty aforesaid, and your Lordships may depend on our returning to the Ship at the Time limited, and your Lordships Petitioners shall ever pray, &c



They enclosed it within a covering letter to Hervey:



Having had recourse a few Days ago to the Lords of the Admiralty for obtaining Liberty, their Lordships Condescended so far to grant it as soon as the Dragon would be rigged, which being now performd (we flatter ourselves to your Honour’s satisfaction) we humbly Entreat you’l please to sollicit for us the said Liberty according to their Lordships promise and we Solemnly Engage not to abuse the Indulgence but will Every Individual of us return to our Duty at the time prefixed

   The whole Ships Company belonging to the Dragon, Deptford April 3d 1760



   This time, their Lordships responded favourably. Three days later the entire ship’s company was on shore with a fortnight’s leave until 18 April.

   It was a short walk or boat ride from Deptford to London. The south bank of the river was lined with shipyards but thinly populated, and with fields close to the road that ran behind the yards. Continuous housing began first on the north bank at Limehouse with its lime kilns. There the Dragons would have felt their first sensation of being in London. From there the Ratcliff Highway led to East Smithfield and the Tower. Below it, along the river, lay Wapping, essentially a long, narrow street two miles long, handsomely paved, winding along the Thames, inhabited by multitudes of seamen. The Ratcliff highway, Rosemary Land above it and Nightingale Lane, which ran from Wapping to East Smithfield, were much frequented by prostitutes. Opposite Wapping on the south bank was Redriff and then Rotherhithe, communities where more mariners lived. The celebrated cross-dressing former marine Hannah Snell ran a tavern in Wapping at the sign of the Female Warrior, one of many drinking dens frequented by sailors ashore.

   This was the seaman’s heartland, markedly different in character from the rest of London. ‘When one goes into Rotherhithe and Wapping, which places are chiefly inhabited by sailors,’ wrote Sir John Fielding, ‘a man would be apt to suspect himself in another country. Their manner of living, speaking, acting, dressing, and behaving, are so very peculiar to themselves.’ As London’s most active magistrate, Fielding had considerable experience of seamen, so he was not altogether subscribing to popular prejudice when he added, ‘Yet with all their oddities, they are perhaps the bravest and boldest fellows in the universe.’

   To the north of Limehouse was the little village of Stepney, with pubs and market gardens on the very edge of town. The Treat at Stepney shows sailors in their best shoregoing rig in Spring Gardens, a downmarket pleasure garden that flourished until 1764: ‘At Stepney now, with Cakes and Ale, / Our Tars their Mistresses regale’ the verses underneath begin. Kit has married one ‘in haste’, Frank is under the table looking up the skirts of another. More darkly, the Public Advertiser for Sunday 13 April recorded a quarrel over a woman between English and Portuguese seamen in which the Portuguese drew their knives and killed three Englishmen before being taken into custody. At least one of the former Revenges, James Miller, lived round here with his wife Eleanor and three children in the parish of St George in the East, with its modern church designed by Hawksmoor.

   A short walk into town north of the Tower lay Goodman’s fields with its theatre and the first concentration of prostitutes. Further on beyond the city itself were the main attractions of the theatres of Covent Garden and Drury Lane, with a further concentration of whores and more along the Strand and Piccadilly. With their pockets full of ready money, sailors did not slum it. They were found in the main shopping thoroughfare in the most fashionable part of town, not in the dark alleyways where the parsimonious James Boswell, future biographer of Samuel Johnson, had furtive sex with cheap girls. In 1748 three seamen of HMS Grafton reckoned they were robbed in the Star Tavern in the Strand. When they complained, they were ejected, so they went back to Wapping where their shipmates were drinking, returned in force and destroyed the place, trashing the brothel next door for good measure.

   Sailors in their shoregoing rig were a well-known hazard on London streets, exuberant, careless, generous, impossible to discipline. Until the 1753 Marriage Act outlawed the practice, they could obtain instant marriages in the ‘Rules of the Fleet’. The print The Sailors Fleet Wedding Entertainment, published in 1747, shows the aftermath of a Fleet wedding between a sailor (who, like such old Monmouths as David Winzar, had a share in the two victories off Cape Finisterre which yielded substantial prize money) and his landlady’s daughter from Redriff:



Jack, rich in Prizes, now the Knot is ty’d

Sits pleas’d by her he thinks his maiden Bride

But tho a modest Look by Molly’s shown,

She only longs for what she oft has known.



   On the Strand, hawkers tried to sell spendthrift sailors ballads and broadsheets like Kitty Fisher’s Merry Thought with her whole-length portrait. Some of them knew their captain had had her in his ship. They might have fallen for ‘The Inestimable Prolifick elixir . . . the only true and infallible cure for Impotency in Men at 5s a bottle’ sold near the Tower. Some possibly invested in ‘The Grand Anti-Siphylicon against venereal disease’, a measure that might possibly remove the need for a subsequent embarrassing and even more expensive visit to the ship’s surgeon.

   As far as shows went, Mrs Midnight’s animal comedians were performing, as was Mr Maddox the rope dancer. True British tars preferred the famously provocative and lascivious dances of the alluring Nancy Dawson. With the successful fleet so much in fashion, she was dancing hornpipes. Saddler’s Wells in Islington was showing The Volunteers or Harlequin Deserter, but the main show in town was David Garrick’s pantomime Harlequin’s Invasion. This mocked the attempt of Monsieur Harlequin to invade Parnassus, Shakespeare’s realm, and culminated in an enduring song, ‘Heart of Oak’, which celebrated their own recent triumph:



Come chear up, my lads, ’tis to glory we steer,

To add something more to this glorious year:

To honour we call you, not press you like slaves,

For who are so free as we sons of the waves?



Heart of oak are our ships, heart of oak are our men;

We always are ready, steady boys, steady,

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



We ne’er see our foes, but we wish them to stay;

They never see us, but they wish us away;

If they run, why we follow, and run them ashore;

For if they won’t fight us we cannot do more . . .



   ‘Heart of Oak’ was a certain success with ‘money’d sailors’ on leave who had just trounced the French fleet, and it immediately became a naval favourite.

   Captain Hervey was also enjoying the pleasures of the town. He renewed his acquaintance with Kitty Fisher and joined the Society of Dilettanti, the celebrated club for cultured sophisticates. His wife Elizabeth was notoriously attached to Evelyn Pierrepoint, second duke of Kingston. On 4 June 1760 she gave a splendid ball in honour of the birthday of the Prince of Wales. Her parties were the most fashionable in London, much frequented by the ambassadors of foreign courts.

   His wife’s antics concentrated Hervey’s mind on his ship. On 13 March he asked for the boatswain and gunner of Monmouth to be transferred to Dragon. Revenge’s gunner, fifty-five-year-old Peake Rogers, was about to be pensioned off and too ill to go on board to sign for stores. Without him nothing could be done and nothing was done before May, despite Hervey’s frequent complaints. By then the boatswain and carpenter had loaded their stores and the officers had got their extra luxuries on board. Dragon had no gunner, but she had two masters-at-arms. Hervey sent back the Admiralty appointee, keeping Revenge’s Alexander Mowet.

   Being a bigger ship than Monmouth with a proper complement of 650 instead of 480, she needed another lieutenant. When James Samber had been acting as a lieutenant in the Defiance during the summer the year before, he had not yet undergone his examination. It must have made the court martial in which he was involved even more traumatic, but passed for a lieutenant on 2 April and immediately joined Dragon as his first appointment. He was twenty-four and had sailed in East India Company ships for three years before joining Chichester late in 1755.

   18 April was the day that the people were supposed to return from leave. The following day most of them actually did turn up, and on 20 April they weighed anchor and sailed Dragon to Long Reach, near Dartford. Her captain had acknowledged receipt of his orders, but lamented that his horse had fallen on top of him and that he could hardly move in bed. It is difficult to suppress the suspicion that his horse might have been Kitty Fisher. The new Dragons lifted all their powerful guns in – twenty-eight 32-pounders, each nearly ten foot long and weighing nearly three tons, twenty-eight 18-pounders at just over two tons each, and eighteen 9-pounders, each weighing rather more than a ton.

   By then the captain had appeared for duty. On 3 May Hervey sent the Admiralty a list of twenty-five men who had still not returned from their leave, hoping that the lords ‘will have them advertised’. No ‘description book’ had been sent from the Revenge so he could not describe them. He reminded their lordships that another thirty-seven had never appeared in the first place, so that they were not even on the ship’s books. On the document, Clevland noted the resolution to ‘post the usual advertisements for the men from Revenge to repair to the Dragon’, and in all the major London papers for 5 May a notice appeared:



Admiralty Office, May 5, 1760

   The Leave of Absence given to the Company of His Majesty’s Ship the Revenge, who were turned over into the Dragon, being expired, and several of the said Men not yet having appeared on board her; my Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty do herby strictly direct them to repair immediately on board the Dragon in Long Reach, on pain of forfeiting their wages for the Revenge, and being taken up by the Marshal of the Admiralty and tried at a Court Martial as Deserters. J. Clevland



   The missing ‘half-mad Jack Addles’ returned to the ship, having taken an extra three weeks’ holiday and incurred £1 fines for ‘straggling’, – or they hid away in town, were marked ‘run’, and forfeited their pay. Some were delayed by unforseen accidents. They knew that they would be paid for the previous year’s service soon after they returned to the Dragon, so there was a significant disincentive to run.

   ‘Rambling’, without permission, around the pubs close to a ship in dock was a breach of discipline that was usually ignored. ‘Straggling’ further from the ship rarely incurred more than a small fine. The case had to be aggravated by something like the violence offered by Patrick Wilson to James Samber before people might really be tried at a court martial as deserters. In this respect naval discipline was usually flexible and the system worked better because its savage penalties were rarely applied.


11

Monmouths and Dragons

The Revenges provided Dragon with about half a crew. The officers now had to find the other half, sufficient to bring her up to her full complement of 540 seamen and 110 marines. This far into the war, there were serious problems getting enough men. All the seamen who were any good had already been brought into the navy, and the supply of willing recruits from the land had also been exhausted. The only seamen available were men who had been turned over from ships that had foundered or needed repair, those who really did not want to be in the navy, or those who were normally exempt from being pressed.

   Certain seamen were protected from the press. They included masters and mates of large merchant ships, fishermen, colliers and whalers. The apprentice boys and foreigners who crewed London merchantmen in wartime also enjoyed protection. Protections were often forged. Robert Carkett, when captain of Revenge in 1758, complained of Magnus Oren and Hans Johnson, ‘that keeps the sign of the Prince of Denmark’s Arms, Wapping Old Stairs’, that they fraudulently helped their Danish compatriots, several of whom were in his ship. ‘Them are the Persons that troubles their Lordships with Petitions of this nature and gets them protections and supply’s them’. Occasionally, at times of need, these protections were suspended and men of these classes were picked up during a ‘hot press’. Such was the case during the whole summer of 1759, and this went down very badly. In July the newspapers reported the murder of a lieutenant who boarded a Greenland ship to press. The whalers cut his wooden leg to pieces, almost cut his arm off and wounded him in the other leg. He died in hospital.

   Desperation led the navy to press in places where press gangs did not usually dare to operate. Pressing was a normal hazard in London and on the southern and eastern coasts, but gangs rarely visited the west. Pressing ashore in Liverpool, for instance, was reckoned next to impossible: ‘there’s not a seaport in England where a man fights so much uphill to carry on the Impress service as at Liverpool’. Bristol merchants turned to privateering in time of war and the civic authorities strove hard to keep Bristolians out of the navy. They considered themselves immune from pressing:


Here is our chief encouragement, our ship belongs to Bristol,

Poor Londoners when coming home they surely will be pressed all,

We’ve no such fear when home we steer, with prizes under convoy,

We’ll frolic round all Bristol town, sweet liberty we enjoy.


   Sometimes, however, they made the mistake of frolicking elsewhere. In September 1759 a pitched battle took place at the Angel Inn at Cardiff between the seventy privateers of the Eagle galley of Bristol and a thirty-two-man press gang, in which the press gang underestimated the number of privateersmen and narrowly escaped massacre. One man was killed and four were dangerously wounded. By 1760, however, there were so few French merchantmen still sailing that Bristol had turned back to trade. Meanwhile in 1759 in a gesture to neutral carriers, the Admiralty had revoked the licenses of the small privateers, which also had the desirable side-effect of releasing privateersmen to the navy.

   One of the first jobs of newly warranted master John McLaurin’s new ship the Hornet was to secure a press tender from Newcastle bound for the Nore. It contained an exceptionally large number of men, 125, 112 of them able seamen pressed in the Tyne. They mutinied, the officer in charge lost his nerve, and Captain Johnstone was obliged to fire on the tender to prevent its escape and to send McLaurin, ‘a man whom I could depend on’, to restore order. McLaurin foiled a second attempted mutiny and brought the ship safely to Yarmouth, and Johnstone was acquitted of the murder of a man who had been killed by the shooting by a subsequent court martial.

   It was in these circumstances that Dragon had to complete her crew. Even boys were hard to come by, but here Dragon made use of a fresh resource. Just before the Admiralty finally instructed the truant Revenges to return to Dragon at Long Reach, fifteen miles below London Bridge, another advertisement was placed in the Public Advertiser. On Friday 2 May 1760 the Marine Society announced:


Wanted to serve on board His Majesty’s Ships of War, Thirty or forty stout lads not under fourteen Years of Age, and of the Stature of four feet and four inches, that go with their own and Friends Consent, and are no Apprentices. Such lads by applying to the Marine Society at their office over the Royal Exchange, on Thursday next, at Eleven in the Morning, will be equipped with complete Cloathings and Beddings for the Sea Service and sent on board immediately


   For many years parishes had pointed unwanted or unruly boys in the direction of the navy. Apprentices who proved so difficult that they were turned away by their masters also ended up at sea. This was the fate of Hogarth’s Idle Apprentice, depicted being rowed out to a frigate at Deptford to join a man of war. Hogarth’s night scenes are littered with homeless children sleeping rough on the streets, many of whom lived by thieving, picking pockets and selling sex. The authorities were keen to remove these ragged boys from the streets, and they became one of the more promising answers to the Royal Navy’s manning problem.

   In 1756 a group of philanthropic merchants led by Jonas Hanway, who appreciated that the only answer to the shortage of naval manpower was to convert landmen into seamen, had set up the Marine Society. At first they tried to help by removing one of the expenses for recruits by supplying them with clothes and bedding. As we have seen, this was a considerable expense, and the society’s only problem was that many of their recruits absconded with the clothes they had been given. Soon afterwards they expanded their programme by recruiting boys to start as officer’s servants and grow up to be seamen. Their aim here was twofold, as Jonas Hanway explained. Their first object was ‘the removing of those who are Vagrants, Pilferers, or by extreme poverty and ignorance, are pernicious to the community’ from the streets. The second was ‘to encourage the industrious poor to send their children to sea’. By December 1757 the society was boasting that it had ‘cleared the land of 500 thieves and robbers’.

   The first two Marine Society boys rowed, like Hogarth’s Tom Idle, to join Dragon, where the line of windmills marked Millwall and a gibbet stood out starkly opposite Deptford dock, were seventeen-year-old Robert Rogers, four foot nine inches tall, an orphan or runaway from Whitechapel who became third lieutenant Dandy Kidd’s servant, and Joseph Buckley, aged thirteen, from Deptford, four foot six, equally alone in the world, who became servant to the sailing master. The next batch responded to the 2 May advertisement, appeared at the Royal Exchange a week later, and joined the ship off Erith. Three were ‘friendless’ waifs: Ben Anderson, thirteen and four foot three inches tall, from Plymouth, fourteen-year-old John Carter from the slum parish of Saint Giles, and William Halliday from York. Two were brought in by impoverished parents: George Martin, whose mother lived in Old Street, and William Rickets, whose father was a weaver from Stroud water.

   On 18 May Dragon sailed for the familiar, dismal mud of the Nore. A couple of days later the commissioner came aboard to pay the Revenges, and the same day the crew was completed from the receiving ship at the Nore, Princess Royal, which in January had been struck by a ‘putrid fever’ she had not shaken off entirely. Dragon also received men turned over from the Captain and from the sloop Experiment, together with a lot of pressed men of very dubious quality and poor health.

   Captain was a ship in which Hervey himself had served when she was brand new. More recently her crew had taken part in Byng’s battle off Minorca and had been with Saunders’s fleet at Quebec. The Captains were led by midshipman James Fellows, a Londoner from Southwark. His group included James Sutherland, who had a wife in Gosport, John Matthews, an Irishman from Waterford like Hervey’s follower John Blake, and Thomas Williams. Williams was a veteran of fifty-two. By trade a Thames waterman from Shadwell, he had served in the navy all this war and most of the last. The Experiments, by contrast, were nearly all young ordinary seamen, and both they and the pressed men needed new clothes. A high proportion of the pressed men came from a sweep of north-eastern Scotland, as their names reveal. William and George Patience, for instance, rated ordinary seamen, were fishermen from Avoch in the Black Isle whose protections were no good in a hot press.

   With a full complement and sufficient experienced seamen to avoid disaster, Dragon was ready to go to sea. The Admiralty ordered Hervey to join Admiral Boscawen in Quiberon Bay. Admiral the Hon. Edward Boscawen, known as ‘Old Dreadnought’ to some and ‘Wry-necked Dick’ to others, was another aggressive leader who appreciated talented subordinates and cared for his men. This redoubtable, plain-speaking Cornishman had captured Louisbourg at the mouth of the St Lawrence in 1758 and had defeated the French Mediterranean squadron off Portugal in 1759. Dragon reached St Helens on 1 June and paused to pick up more marines and a caulker, Duncan McArthur, from the frigate Liverpool, built and crewed in that port, had been driven ashore and very nearly wrecked as well as taking at least a couple of prizes in the last two years.

   Ten days later, during the night, Dragon anchored off the mouth of the Vilaine where the fleet was guarding the ships that Hawke had trapped there. At sunrise the crew filled the deck and the shrouds and saluted the admiral with three cheers.

   Hervey’s main hope for improving his crew was to persuade the excellent men of the Monmouth to change ships into the Dragon. He got the Admiralty’s permission to turn them over, but when the news reached the Monmouths they were far from happy to comply. Two hundred seamen subscribed to a petition to Admiral Boscawen stating that their ‘desire is that we may continue on board ye Monmouth’. In a fairly impressive demonstration of British nautical literacy, eighty-eight of
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