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Trafalgar, deux siècles après



A view from the left hand side of the long, long road to Trafalgar Alastair Wilson Capitaine de frégate (retiré) de la marine royale britannique1



La Revue Maritime a le plaisir d’accueillir dans ses colonnes à l’occasion du bicentenaire de Trafalgar la contribution majeure d’un gentleman marin et historien appartenant à l’autre partie. Cette fresque d’un siècle de relations navales entre la GrandeBretagne et la France est considérée d’un État membre de l’Union européenne où non seulement les trains mais les voitures également roulent encore à gauche alors même que les navires naviguent à droite depuis toujours. Afin de faciliter la lecture de cet article de fond sur la genèse d’un événement qui a marqué les relations transchanneliennes, un lexique des mots jugés les moins perceptibles au praticien de l’anglais enseigné à l’école républicaine est mis à la disposition du lecteur dans les notes de bas de page. La rédaction. Although, geologically, the islands of Great Britain may be a continuation of France and the European continent, the strip of water that lies between us has been responsible for the creation of two very different nations. It might not have been so, and at one level, one can suggest that the roots of the rivalry between France and Great Britain go back to the death of King William I (or Duke William of Normandy). In bequeathing2 England (as it was, rather than Great Britain) to his son William, and Normandy to his elder son Robert, he sowed the seeds of dissension between the two peoples. And despite the fact that, for the next four centuries and more, England claimed and exercised sovereignty over various parts of the French mainland at different times, there was never any great integration of thought, laws, customs, etc. By the 16 th century, oceans had become bridges, rather than barriers, and the nations of Europe, prompted 3 by the curiosity about the natural world which came with the 1



Retraité en 1984 après 34 ans de service, Alastair Wilson s’intéresse alors au patrimoine naval. Il dirige l’arsenal historique de Chatham en 1984-86, puis celui de Portsmouth en 1988-93. Aujourd’hui, il est secrétaire-trésorier de la Naval Review. Avec le contre-amiral Joseph Callo, USNR, il rédige l’an passé le « Who’s Who in Naval History » (London, Routledge, 2004). Tous les mercredis, on le retrouve guide à bord de l’ancien cuirassé HMS Warrior à Portsmouth où il est heureux de vous commenter le tour du navire en français (ou plutôt en franglais). 2 Lexique : léguant. Ndlr 3 Lexique : poussé. Ndlr Juin 2005
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Renaissance, began to send out expeditions for discovery, and profit. After Spain and Portugal had divided the New World between them, the Dutch led the northern European nations, followed by the English, and close behind them, the French. England had the advantage of being a cohesive nation before France, and the sea loomed4 larger in English national life than it did in France. This is hardly surprising, given that England is effectively an island, while, for France, three of the sides of the hexagon are land boundaries. As a result, an English national, fighting Navy, the Royal Navy, came into being over a century before Colbert began to create a navy for his master, Louis XIV. The Royal Navy was seen as an essential instrument of national policy and defence by all the Tudor monarchs (1485-1603). In fact, the necessity for a navy was first given expression in English, in 1436, by the Bishop of Chichester, Adam de Moleyns (a good French name?). He wrote that the English should “cheryshe marchandise, kepe thamyralte, that we be maysteres of the narowe sea”, and that we should “kepe the see environ and namely the narowe see shewinge whate worships, profit and salvacione commeth thereof”.5 225 years later these words were repeated as a preamble to the Articles of War, the first disciplinary code of the Royal Navy, in the form “It is upon the Navy under the Providence of God that the safety, honour and wealth of this realm do chiefly attend”. These words have become the mantra6 of the Royal Navy, and have been carved in stone along the front of the Royal Naval College at Dartmouth as a reminder to all embryo naval officers of the purpose of the profession they are about to enter. For England, externally, the last half of the 16th century was dominated by the threat from Spain, while France was wracked7 by her own internal wars. The English fleet prevented the Spaniards from achieving their aim in 1588, in a campaign which foreshadowed8 the Emperor Napoleon’s intentions 215 years later.



The 17th Century The first half of the 17th century saw England’s merchants starting to trade seriously by sea, with the start of the English East India Company in 1600: the first lasting overseas colonies had been planted in the West Indies and on the coasts of North America by 1610. The Franco-British squabble9 (it can scarcely be called a war), in 1627-8 was a result of religious differences rather than trade rivalry. After the English civil wars (1642-48) and the interregnum of the Commonwealth (1649-60) the restoration of the monarchy in England saw France and England prepared to act in concert in the English Channel against the Dutch. Each nation’s reasons were different: the English went to war in pursuance of trading aims, while Louis XIV’s aims were territorial. Colbert’s new navy provided a substantial squadron under the command of the comte d’Estrées, but it played little part in the battles of 1672-3. (It is instructive to read the accounts of these fights as seen by English historians and French (Clowes vs. Guérin).) But these battles were the last for approximately 172 years in which the two navies fought side by side. After the ‘Glorious Revolution’ of 1688, when King James II was deposed and was given asylum by Louis XIV, the British (England had become Britain with 4



Lexique : apparaissait. Ndlr Quoted in “The Habit of Victory”, Hore, Macmillan, 2005. In 21st century English : “Look to your trade, keep a fleet in readiness, so that we may be masters of the narrow seas” and “Keep control of your own territorial waters (the narrow seas) since profit and safety come from them.” 6 Lexique : mantra, formule sacrée hindouiste à laquelle est attribué un pouvoir spirituel. Ndlr 7 Lexique : allée à la ruine. Ndlr 8 Lexique : annonçait. Ndlr 9 Lexique : brouille. Ndlr 5
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the joining of the thrones under James VI and I in 1603 – James VI of Scotland, James I of England) had invited William of Orange, leader of the Netherlands, to become King jointly with his wife Mary, James’ daughter (known to generations of British schoolchildren as Williamanmary). As a result, Britain was sucked10 into a continental war, not entirely unwillingly. William was more concerned with the war on land, as was Louis. The sea war, which took place in the Channel, was intended more as a diversion to keep William occupied (if it was successful and allowed James back to the British throne, so much the better, but that was incidental). After the initial success in the battle of Béveziers (anglice Beachy Head), the French had no further success, but the English admiral, Torrington, in his report of the battle to the Queen, made use for the first time of a phrase now well-known to strategists – the concept of ‘the Fleet in Being’. And despite the English success the next year of La Hogue11 and Louis’ unwillingness thereafter to send out a fleet to challenge the Anglo-Dutch fleet, French privateers and naval squadrons made substantial depredations on the British and Dutch trade, foreshadowing the wars of the next century. An uneasy peace was concluded in 1697, but William’s death in 1702 made little difference in the British attitude towards France. Although the Dutch, a protestant nation, had control of the Low Countries (always a matter of concern to Great Britain), the Spaniards (catholic) still ruled in Flanders, and the aims and ambitions of Louis (head of a catholic nation) remained unsatisfied, and scarcely 12 was William dead, before the struggle over the succession to the Spanish throne brought Britain and her allies into conflict with France again.



The 18th Century This marked the start of what has been called the ‘Second Hundred Years’ War’. From Britain’s point of view, there were five/six separate wars, two of which grew out of other wars. There must be a suspicion that France’s motives in going to war in these two cases were opportunist, rather than principled. The wars were: “The War of the Spanish Succession” (1702-13). “The War of Jenkins’ Ear” (1739-48): the French were not initially involved, but the War became… “The War of the Austrian Succession” (1744-48). “The Seven Years’ War” (1756-63). “The War of American Independence”: again the French were not involved initially, but became engaged (1777-1783). “The War of the French Revolution” (1793-1801). “The Napoleonic War” (1803-1814/5). Out of 112 years, the two nations were at war for 47, with unofficial warfare13 taking place at the colonial interface (especially India and Canada) outside those dates. Although British armies were involved in Europe in all but the War of American Independence, the main British effort throughout the century was at sea. The War of the Spanish Succession, in maritime terms, largely concerned the Mediterranean. The events which had the longest-lasting effect were the capture by the British of Gibraltar, and to a lesser extent, of Minorca.



10



Lexique : plongée. Ndlr Lexique : la Hague. Ndlr 12 Lexique : à peine. Ndlr 13 Lexique : engagements armés. Ndlr 11
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The capture of Gibraltar led to the only major fleet encounter of the war. Mahan was dismissive about the battle of Velez Malaga in 1704, suggesting that it led to an era of “mere seamanship” – the period in which the Royal Navy, at least, was mesmerised14 by the concept of The Line. The battle was hotly fought: the British admiral, Sir George Rooke wrote: “It has been the sharpest day’s service that ever I saw” and “Most of the masts and yards in the fleet were wounded to an irreparable degree”: casualties were high on both sides, particularly among senior officers, but no ships were lost or taken (though one Dutch ship blew up, from some other cause). However, although the battle produced no tactical result (as so many times down the centuries, both sides claimed to have won), yet it was undoubtedly a strategic victory for the British: the French and their Spanish allies were unable to retake Gibraltar, nor did they thereafter challenge the Anglo-Dutch forces in a fleet action. The only other, relatively minor, campaign was in the West Indies. In trade terms, the West Indies were of enormous economic value to Britain, as they were also, but to a lesser extent, to France, Holland and Spain. So it is scarcely surprising that throughout the 18 th century the area was the scene of many battles, and islands changed hands with bewildering15 frequency. As a rule, the end of each war saw everyone handing back the islands they had captured during the war. The outcome of the war, settled by the Treaty of Utrecht in 1713, was that Britain retained Gibraltar and Minorca; and although the French protégé retained the throne, the Anglo-Dutch aim of ensuring the permanent separation of the thrones of Spain and France was incorporated in the Treaty. Britain also made territorial gains in North America. The overall effect was to strengthen Britain’s position as a maritime power. For the British and Dutch, the neutralisation of Dunkirk, under the terms of the Treaty, was a very positive factor. Raids by pirates and privateers (such as Duguay-Trouin before he received a King’s commission) based there had disrupted trade for more than a century. But the treaty also marked the beginning of the end of Dutch influence as a major sea power. Secure from France by the transference of the former Spanish Netherlands to the Austrian Empire, and in alliance (mostly) with England, they concentrated on developing their trade and their existing colonies. It was tacitly accepted that the Dutch would keep to their portion of the East and West Indies, while the British developed their trade with the Indian subcontinent, and their own areas of the West Indies. Thus the British were able to concentrate on their rivalry with France, without having to look over their shoulder at what the Dutch might be doing. The result was an unprecedented expansion of British trade, which truly set Britain on the road to becoming the richest nation. Under Prime Minister Walpole, whose motto was “Let sleeping dogs lie” (a far, far cry from modern Brussels), Britain enjoyed a period of approximately 25 years of peace. Human nature being what it is, it was not entirely peaceful, and Britain found that sea-power was a major diplomatic weapon in peacetime, as in war. During this period (1713-39), Britain’s main concern, in trading terms, was to consolidate and expand her position in the Americas, where Spanish influence remained strong. In pursuit of this aim, Britain intervened (on behalf of the Quadruple Alliance, of which France was a member) in the Mediterranean in 1718, to prevent the King of Spain interfering with one of the provisions of the Treaty of Utrecht. Without the formality of a declaration of war, Admiral George Byng (not to be confused with his son, John Byng pour encourager les autres16), destroyed a Spanish fleet off Cape Passaro, in one of the few 14



Lexique : magnétisés. Ndlr Lexique : déconcertante. Ndlr 16 Voir encadré in fine. 15
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decisive sea-battles of the first half of the century, the Spanish losing 13 out of 25 ships. Tactically, this was a ‘chase’, rather than a ‘line of battle’, and the Spaniards were out-gunned individually. The desired result was achieved, and the Spanish attempt to re-occupy the Kingdom of Naples was prevented. But Mediterranean politics were convoluted17, and the careful balancing of power at Utrecht was modified by the Treaty of the Hague18. Throughout this period, the British were in alliance with France under the terms of the Quadruple Alliance, or later the Treaty of Hanover. Spain and Britain remained at loggerheads 19 with each other for most of the period, both in Europe and the West Indies, and open war was declared in 1739. Initially the French remained neutral, or inactive, but European events involving Britain’s ally Austria brought increasing tension, and France declared war on England in February 1744. For Britain, the war was to be fought “on the old system”: Britain would take care of maritime matters, while her European allies were given subsidies for their armies. The assumption remained that Louis XV posed a similar threat to that of Louis XIV, but matters were complicated by King George II’s implacable aversion to risking his Hanoverian lands – which resulted in British (Hanoverian) and French participation in the battle of Dettingen, in 1743, a battle of the Austro-Bavarian War, although neither Britain nor France was at war with the other! (The battle was the last at which an English/British monarch led his troops in person on the battlefield.) In naval terms, the war was not, initially, particularly successful for the British. Political changes, consequent upon the fall of Walpole’s government, had resulted in a weak Admiralty, headed by a political nonentity. But the initial dispositions were sound. While the French were still neutral, the Spanish fleet had taken refuge in Toulon, and the British fleet under Matthews, blockaded them from a forward anchorage off Hyères. Before war was declared, the Franco-Spanish fleet emerged, hoping to catch the British unawares20: fortunately, the British frigates were alert. The resulting battle was a stalemate21, but for the Royal Navy, the repercussions lasted for some forty years. Only a portion of the fleets on both sides were engaged: on the British part, this was in part due to a slavish adherence to the principle of The Line. The actions (or lack of them) of Rear-Admiral Lestock, the British second-in-command, resulted in courts-martial on both Matthews and Lestock. Matthews was judged to have failed in his duty, while Lestock was, perversely, acquitted. In reality, Lestock’s actions had been driven by a personal feud22 with Matthews, backed up by political differences. The lesson seemed to be, ‘Keep the Line, or you will be in trouble’: similarly, ‘political friends can get you out of trouble’. In home waters, the French planned an invasion of England (before any formal declaration of war – perfide France?). (Your editor did invite me not to be to trop sérieux.) This was mounted from Dunkirk, and supported by the Brest squadron, but poor intelligence on the French part, intelligent anticipation by old (84 years) Sir John Norris, commanding the Channel squadron, and a providential gale, caused the cancellation of the project before it had started. The following year, with minimal French support, Prince Charles Edward Stuart raised the flag of revolt in Scotland, and nearly succeeded. But British sea defences prevented French reinforcements and supplies from reaching him, and the rebellion failed.



17



Lexique : pervertis. Ndlr Lexique : la Haye. Ndlr 19 Lexique : en opposition complète. Ndlr 20 Lexique : au dépourvu. Ndlr 21 Lexique : impasse. Ndlr 22 Lexique : vendetta. Ndlr 18



Juin 2005



5



La Revue Maritime N° 472



In the Americas, the French base at Louisburg, on Cape Breton Island, had long been a thorn23 in the side of the northern British colonies. A well-carried-out combined operation resulted in its taking in 1745. This reinforced the British strategic view that France could best be contained and attacked overseas. This included disrupting her trade, on which much of King Louis’ finances depended (the colony of Saint Domingue was the richest in the world), but the French mounted a number of successful convoy defences in the western Atlantic. The scares 24 induced by the abortive 1744 invasion attempt, and the 1745 Rebellion in Scotland, resulted in the formulation of a basic British policy which may be said to have lasted for some 159 years: this was the creation of the Western Squadron, or Channel Fleet. The idea was Admiral Vernon’s: “I have always looked upon squadrons in port, as neither a defence for the kingdom, nor a security for our commerce; and that the surest means for the preservation of both, was keeping a strong squadron in Soundings [the south-west approaches], which may answer both these purposes, as covering both Channels and Ireland, at the same time it secures our commerce.” The squadron was to cruise between the Fastnet and Finisterre, to windward of the French channel ports, so that it could prevent any attempted invasion of England or Ireland, and was well-placed to intercept French convoys both inward- and outward-bound, and could cover British trade as well. To make such a strategy work, the fleet had to be able to stay at sea for long periods at a time, and much of the Admiralty’s administrative energy in the second half of the 18th century went into improving facilities for victualling at sea, for overcoming the scourge of scurvy 25, for providing intelligence for the Admiral commanding the squadron, and in ensuring that he had sufficient frigates for scouting. The strategy bore fruit in May 1747, when Anson intercepted a French convoy escorted by a weaker squadron under de la Jonquière. Anson gave credit to the French: “They behaved all very well and lost their ships with honour and reputation, but I can without vanity say that our ships were better disciplined and made a much hotter fire upon them, than they did upon us, and it was easy to judge whose fire was best before the gross of my fleet got up, and they were superior in strength to my ships that engaged them.” Casualties on both sides were high, but de la Jonquière’s squadrons losses were not entirely in vain, because most of the convoy escaped. The British had realised a basic lesson, as true today as it was then, that in war, training counts. Anson’s second-in-command, Warren, put it in a nutshell when he wrote: “O Sir! How necessary it is to train the fleet.” Later that same year, Hawke received command of the Western Squadron, and, having received intelligence of another convoy being assembled in the Basque Roads for the West Indies, sailed to intercept it. This was achieved, and another running fight ensued, with the French ships overborne 26 by weight of numbers, and firepower. And although most of the convoy escaped, Hawke was able to send a fast sloop ahead, and many of the convoy fell prey to the British cruisers in the West Indies. There were no major engagements in the West Indies, nor off India during this war, but La Bourdonnais, with very few resources, proved more than a match for the British, under the rather lethargic Commodore Peyton, and although their one encounter was, navally, a draw27, yet the French were able to capture a major British possession, Madras. Had La Bourdonnais not been hindered28 by Governor Dupleix ashore, the long-term fortunes of the British in India might have been different. But British supremacy at sea had a long arm. In 23



Lexique : épine. Ndlr Lexique : paniques. Ndlr 25 Lexique : la plaie du scorbut Ndlr 26 Lexique : surclassés. Ndlr 27 Lexique : match nul. Ndla 28 Lexique : retenu. Ndlr 24
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India, a storm seriously damaged La Bourdonnais’ ships, and the British, under a new commander, were able to lay siege to Pondicherry29. Anson’s and Hawke’s defeats of the French Atlantic squadrons prevented sufficient ships being sent to reinforce the French, though the British were able to send out a strong squadron under Boscawen. The Peace of Aix-la-Chapelle ended hostilities before there was any outcome. On land, French armies had been victorious, but France was, effectively, bankrupt – British maritime power had seriously damaged French and Spanish trade. And although the total of ships lost on both sides was not all that different (3,434 French and Spanish merchantmen taken or sunk, as against 3,238 British), the British merchant marine was better able to stand the losses. Both sides were glad to make peace, on the basis of restitution of conquests. For the British this meant the restoration of Madras, and a French withdrawal from the Low Countries, but it also meant that Louisburg was returned to France, something which was unpopular in the American colonies. However, although there had only been two actions which could be called decisive victories, the French navy had been reduced to a strength which was containable. As is all too often the case, the peace treaty left many unresolved disputes, and the French were seen to be continuing their policy of expansion. There were incidents in the West Indies (Martinique/Tobago), West Africa (Annamaboe30), North America (Acadia) and India throughout the period, 1748-56, of official peace. The next stage of the war started in 1755, with both Britain and France sending substantial land and sea forces to North America. The British interpretation of events was that the French forces had aggressive intent, and therefore the ‘rules of engagement’ were that they were free to attack the French if they met them. The French ambassador in London was informed of this, and replied that King Louis would regard the firing of the first gun as a declaration of war. In the event, the first gun was fired by the British, without a declaration of war, in June 1755 (Okay, Okay, perfide Albion), and so the seven years war started, although a formal declaration of war did not come until 9 months later, when the French invaded Minorca. Professor Nicholas Rodger has expressed the situation well31: “… the facts of geography which made the strategy of the Western Squadron possible had left it one major weakness. From the Western Approaches it could cover all the French Channel and Atlantic ports… What it could not in any way cover was the French Mediterranean naval base of Toulon. For France, a fleet divided between two seas was always a weakness, but it was also an opportunity, for the Toulon squadron was a sort of strategic wild card which France could play in any part of the world… but at the start of every eighteenth century war, the Toulon squadron severely embarrassed British naval planners.” Thus, the French descent on Minorca was not countered by the British until too late. Rear-Admiral John Byng was sent out with an adequate squadron to counter de la Galissonière. The fleets met off Minorca, in a battle in which Byng showed a total lack of leadership and willingness to fight. Minorca fell, Byng was recalled, court-martialled, and shot. Voltaire’s remark is well-known32, and it would seem that it did have a certain ‘gingering-up33’ effect on the British flag list. Again, quoting Rodger: “Byng’s death revived and reinforced a culture of aggressive determination which set British officers apart from



29



Lexique : Pondichéry. Ndlr Lexique : Annamabou, rade négrière de la Côte-de-l’Or (actuellement Ghana). Ndlr 31 “The Command of the Ocean”, Rodger, Allen Lane, 2004. 32 Candide, ch 23. « Dans ce pays [l’Angleterre], il est bon de tuer de temps en temps un amiral pour encourager les autres. » 33 Lexique : de booster. Ndlr 30
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their foreign contemporaries, and which in time gave them a steadily mounting psychological ascendancy.” In many ways, the Seven Years’ War was a continuation of the earlier war: land campaigns were fought in North America, India, and Europe. Maritime campaigns followed the same pattern. In 1758, the British mounted a successful amphibious operation against north-west France. An attempt on St. Malo was unsuccessful, but St. Servan was taken, and eighty ships and four warships on the stocks were destroyed: the force then re-embarked, having spent a week in France without opposition, and then landed on the Cotentin, and attacked and took Cherbourg, not then the great arsenal it became, but a fortified town. A further attempt on St. Malo failed badly due to military incompetence, but these pinpricks34 tied up substantial French forces which might otherwise have been fighting British allies in Germany. In the East Indies, the war continued afloat and ashore, - the war afloat being heavily influenced by the season (and hence the prevailing wind) and logistics. The maritime conflict lasted three years, 1758-1761, the British under Pocock fighting Aché de Serquigny three times without a tactical result at sea, 1758-59, but France was unable to provide a squadron on the Indian coast in 1761 and Pondicherry fell, leaving France without a foothold on the subcontinent. Britain’s 180 year dominance of India dates from this period. In the western Atlantic, Louisbourg fell again, in 1758, after the British sent an overwhelming force to capture it, but in the West Indies, French privateers, mostly from Martinique, played havoc35 with British trade. After the fall of Louisbourg, the British had forces to spare for an assault on the French islands. An attempt on Martinique failed, but Guadeloupe fell. 1759 was known in Britain as the Year of Victories. In August, de la Clue attempted to take the Toulon squadron to the West Indies to recover the situation, but was caught by Boscawen as he passed the Straits of Gibraltar: the resulting battle of Lagos was a substantial defeat for France, despite the gallant36 resistance of the Centaure, and Guadeloupe remained in British hands. Later that year, Quebec fell to the British after a well-conducted amphibious operation masterminded by Admiral Saunders, one of Britain’s less-well-known 18th century admirals. The operation owed much to the survey of the St Lawrence carried out by a certain James Cook, who had started his naval career on the lower deck, but at this time was the Master (pilote) of the frigate Mercury. Finally, Admiral Hawke, in November, chased and effectively destroyed the Brest squadron in the battle of Quiberon Bay (Les Cardinaux). Earlier, mention was made of the efforts made by the British to enable their fleets to keep the sea, and to stay on station off French ports. These were starting to pay off, and, again quoting Professor Rodger: “… by August [1759] he had thirty-two sail of the line, enough to take turns to visit port and still keep twenty on station permanently. At the same time a regular system of replenishment at sea was developed with transports carrying live cattle, vegetables and beer… The naval physician James Lind, like all professional observers, was astonished at what was now possible. It is an observation, I think, worthy of record – that fourteen thousand persons, pent up37 in ships, should continue, for six or seven months, to enjoy a better state of health upon the watery element, than it can well be imagined so great a number of people would enjoy on the most healthful spot of ground in the world.”



34



Lexique : coups d’épingle. Ndlr Lexique : causèrent des dégâts. Ndlr 36 Lexique : vaillante. Ndlr 37 Lexique : enfermés. Ndlr 35
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The year before, Dubois de la Motte’s squadron had returned from Canada with 4,000 men suffering from Typhus. When these were landed at Brest, the resultant epidemic spread throughout Brittany, and manning the Brest squadron became very difficult. The French themselves realised that navally, the war was finished. Captain Bigot de la Morogue, of the Magnifique wrote: “The battle of the 20th has annihilated the navy and finished its plans.” The British were able to maintain a squadron in the anchorage of Quiberon Bay, and off Rochefort, and even established a market garden on the Île Dumet38 to supply vegetables for the fleet. Thus, for the last four years of the naval war, the British turned to destroy Spain – this was largely achieved by the capture of Havana in 1762, and Manila later the same year. Almost as an incidental Admiral Rodney took Martinique in 1761. But at the peace treaty, most of Britain’s conquests, save Canada, were returned. The Duke of Bedford (the British peace negotiator) observed: “The endeavouring to drive France entirely out of any naval power is fighting against nature, and can tend to no one good to this country, but on the contrary must excite all the naval powers in Europe to enter into a confederacy against us, as adopting a system viz.39 that of a monopoly of all naval power, which would be at least as dangerous to the liberties of Europe as that of Louis XIV was, which drew almost all Europe upon his back.” The period between 1763 and 1777, when France decided to take advantage of British difficulties in America by sending support to the rebels, was a great age of exploration, with James Cook (now Captain) carrying out three voyages of exploration (at the same time as Bougainville) which may be compared with the 20 th century landing on the moon in opening up men’s minds. These voyages, and that of Phipps to the Arctic, were as much scientific as geographical in their aims. From the 1750s onwards, Britain was fortunate in that the direction of the Royal Navy was in the hands of three able men: Anson, Hawke and Sandwich. The first two were professional seamen, and Anson (after his circumnavigation in 1741-44, and his defeat of de la Jonquière) had become the effective head of the navy, though Sandwich (the 4th Earl of Sandwich, and the originator of the bread-and-meat snack) was nominally First Lord of the Admiralty. It was Anson who was responsible for the administration which enabled Britain to send her fleets around the world to carry out operations, literally half a world away (Manila, 1762). Hawke followed Anson, though he was less successful politically. And Sandwich, who had learned from Anson, followed Hawke. Sandwich (a politician first and foremost) was a capable administrator, and it was he who supported Cook, but he presided over a corrupt department (at a time when British politics was probably more corrupt than at any time before or since). So far as the War of American Independence was concerned, in naval terms, there were three major encounters: the first, off Ushant in1778, was, it may be said, a repeat of Toulon in 1744. The fleets engaged in line, and no tactical decision was achieved. In Britian, 38



Unique île maritime de la Loire-Atlantique, Dumet est situé à 6 Km dans le nord-ouest de la pointe du Castelli en baie de Vilaine sur la commune de Piriac sur mer. En 1912, le Professeur Berger de l’Institut océanographique, après des recherches longues et difficiles, déclare devant l’Académie des Sciences que cette île est le pôle continental du globe, c’est-à-dire le centre des terres émergées, ce qui donne à cette île une renommée internationale méritée. L’Histoire le montre. Sa gestion est confiée au Ve siècle aux Danois puis aux Saxons, au VIIIe siècle aux Vikings, à compter de 1123 à l’évêque de Nantes, en 1557 à un condominium hispano-anglais, en 1590 aux seuls Espagnols, à compter de 1665 aux ouvriers fortifiants de Vauban, au début du XVIIIe siècle à une garnison militaire permanente, en 1771 au comte Jacques Mahé de la Bourdonnais, en 1795 à la Royal navy, en 1799 aux Chouans et en 1990 au Conservatoire de l’espace littoral. Les traces du potager sont toujours visibles. Ndlr 39 Lexique : à savoir. Ndlr Juin 2005
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a court-martial resulted, largely due to politics, with the commanding admiral, Keppel (accused by his deputy) emerging with his reputation unscathed40 (which is why, if you visit Portsmouth today, you will find a hotel immediately outside the dockyard gate called the ‘Keppel’s Head’). His accuser, Palliser, was only given a qualified acquittal. (By a typical piece of British irony, the Royal Navy in the 1950s named two frigates of the same class ‘Keppel’ and ‘Palliser’.) The battle of Chesapeake Bay, in 1781, was tactically indecisive, but strategically disastrous. This battle, more than any other event, was responsible for the loss of Britain’s American colonies, and the accusing finger must be pointed at the British admiral, Graves. A man more in the mould of Rodney or Hood, both in the Americas at the time, might have achieved a better result. But it must be observed that Graves was not blamed at the time, and went on to further commands, being second-in-command to Howe in the battle against Villaret-Joyeuse’s fleet in 1794. The third engagement was the battle of the Saintes, in the West Indies, in 1782. There had been a series of lesser engagements before this encounter between Rodney and de Grasse, in which the honours were about even, but this battle saw the end of the stereotypical line of battle encounter. Rodney’s fleet was slightly superior to de Grasse in numbers (36 to 32), but the tactical innovation of breaking the enemy’s line meant that individual French ships where overwhelmed by superior firepower (Rodney’s Captain of the Fleet – Chief of Staff in today’s terms - was Sir George Douglas who had introduced many improvements in British gunnery, including the introduction of the flintlock to replace the old linstock41). Rodney’s second-incommand, Hood, considered that more could have been done to pursue the beaten French fleet, but France’s power in the West Indies had been broken. Psychologically, the battle was a turning point, being taken both in France and in Britain as marking Britain’s recovery of sea superiority. It is ironic that Rodney was only able to take up the post of Commander-in-Chief in the West Indies, thanks to a French nobleman. Rodney had been living in France in the early 1770s, being financially embarrassed (the cost of living in France was less than in Britain), and when war broke out in 1777, was only able to return to England because a French nobleman settled his debts. Off India, in 1782/3, The British Hughes fought Suffren in seven hard-fought battles, none of which had a decisive result, though Suffren did capture the newly acquired British base of Trincomalee in Ceylon (Sri Lanka). In addition to the improvements in administration touched on earlier, Britain expended vast sums of money in improving dockyard facilities, to the extent that the Royal Dockyards, Deptford, Woolwich, Sheerness, Chatham, Portsmouth and Plymouth Dock formed the largest industrial complex in the world. To these could be added, in 1790, Gibraltar, Halifax, Jamaica and Antigua: by 1814, further yards were in operation at Pembroke (at home) and Malta, Bermuda, Barbados, Cape of Good Hope, Madras and Bombay. We are fortunate that much of the infrastructure remains to be seen, if not in use. (A visit to Chatham Historic Dockyard can be recommended.)



The Revolutionary War and the Napoleonic War The French Revolution shocked the English, at all levels. Initially, there were many who saw it as presaging an era of equality and justice for all men (the poet Wordsworth wrote, in a piece called French Revolution, as it Appeared to Enthusiasts, “Bliss was it in that dawn to be alive / But to be young was very heaven”). But, as soon as the moderates in the National 40 41



Lexique : indemne. Ndlr Lexique : l’introduction de la pierre à fusil pour remplacer la vieille mèche de lin. Ndlr
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Assembly were overthrown by the Jacobins and other extremists, all Britons with an interest in property (the upper classes and the extensive middle class, as well as the growing artisan class nurtured42 by the Industrial Revolution) saw that the revolution struck at the very root of the stability of English society. We had had our revolution 140 years earlier, and had found that chopping off the head of the King didn’t answer. So once again, England and France found themselves at war. Initially, Britain had not joined in the alliance of Prussia and Austria intended to oust the revolutionaries, but when the citizen army over-ran the Austrian Netherlands, then Britain saw her interests threatened – the country occupying the Low Countries has always been seen as ‘holding a pistol to Britain’s head’. War was declared in February 1793, and followed the same pattern as earlier wars with Britain providing the finance for European armies to fight the land battles, while Britain fought the sea war. The twelve years between the outbreak of war and the culminating sea battle of Trafalgar were crammed 43 with incident. There were three major fleet encounters, and at least two lesser ones, plus countless minor actions. Britain was fortunate in that the previous wars had generated a cadre of sea officers unparalleled in skill, both in seamanship and seafighting. So too, had la Royale, but revolutionary purges, even though partially reversed later, meant that French fleets were always suffering from poorer leadership than the British, however good individual captains may have been. And for the British, success bred success. This summary can only mark the salient events, but there were countless lesser actions, as can be deduced from the table below.44 The table includes all vessels from 120-gun first rates, to 2-gun gun-vessels.



British navy



Losses 1793-1802 - All craft French navy



Captured by the enemy* 47 Destroyed by enemy action 1 Foundered 61 Wrecked 86 * 9 later retaken



Captured by the enemy 310 Destroyed by enemy action 44 Foundered 7 Wrecked 10



The first fleet action, in the western approaches (the battle of the Glorious First of June, or Prairial) was a British tactical victory, gained after three days of manoeuvring. The British admiral Howe having gained the weather gauge 45, intended to close the French in line, and then turn together to break through to bring on a mêlée. He was only partially successful (poor signalling was one cause), but the French sustained a tactical defeat, losing more men in one day than at any other time since 1692. But, as Captain Collingwood (later Nelson’s second in command at Trafalgar) said, the French fought with a “savage ferocity”, and strategically achieved their aim of covering the convoy bringing grain from the USA. The following year, a military expedition to the Vendée was navally successful. Villaret-Joyeuse had nearly intercepted the troop convoy, but Lord Bridport intercepted him



42



Lexique : nourrie. Ndlr Lexique : bourrées. Ndlr 44 Source: Clowes, The Royal Navy, Vol 4, p. 548-558. These figures are no doubt open to question, but it is suggested that the disparity in the number of ships foundered and wrecked does indicate to some degree the effect of the British blockades in keeping the French fleet in port, while the British had to stay at sea in all weathers 45 Lexique : position sous le vent. Ndlr 43
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instead, and in an engagement off the Île de Groix drove the French squadron into Lorient. The troops were landed unopposed, but militarily, the result was an unhappy fiasco, especially for the Vendéens. Thereafter, for the British Channel Fleet, the war was one long round of arduous blockade duties off the French Atlantic ports, only made possible by the mastering of scurvy, and the other logistic functions perfected by the administrative arm of the Admiralty. In the Mediterranean, the British were unable to follow up the opportunity given by the surrender by the local authorities of the base of Toulon, and after three months were forced out (a certain Corsican artillery captain named Buonaparte having something to do with it). The evacuation was bungled 46, and the opportunity to strike a stunning47 blow at France’s Mediterranean squadron was missed, although the French future building programme was curtailed48 by the loss of much seasoned timber. The following year, there were two engagements between Admiral Hotham’s squadron (with a certain Captain Nelson among his captains) and the French under Martin. The actions were indecisive – Nelson was scathing49 of Hotham’s lack of initiative. But in 1796, the success of France’s citizen armies ashore, and Spain’s change of sides, removed all the British bases except Gibraltar, and for nearly a year the British were forced to withdraw from the western Mediterranean basin. However, after the defeat of the Spanish off St. Vincent in February 1797 (the battle at which Nelson first came to the notice of the British public), and after receiving reinforcements, Sir John Jervis, now the Earl of St. Vincent, was able to send Nelson, now a Rear-Admiral, back to keep watch on Toulon. As quoted above, the Toulon squadron was a wild card in the hand of the French, and although the British knew that an expedition was being mounted, its destination was unknown. It might be India (via the Cape, and using the Île de France as a forward base), or more likely, the West Indies. But when the expedition did sail, Nelson’s lack of reconnaissance frigates meant that it was able to disappear. Nelson rightly judged that they had headed for the Levant (an idea which had only entered the head of one of the cabinet ministers in London). In fact, he overtook Brueys’ fleet en route, the French having stopped to occupy Malta, and, fearing that they had gone westward, cast back as far as Sicily, before once again heading east. This time, Nelson’s instinct proved true, and he found Brueys, who had disobeyed Napoleon’s orders, at anchor in the Bay of Aboukir on 1 August 1798. Nelson had prepared a battle-plan for such an eventuality, and his captains had all been thoroughly briefed. Therefore, without waiting, and regardless of the onset of darkness, the British attacked. The result was disastrous for France, and Brueys was killed. In Britain, the victory was received rapturously50, and marked the start of the hero-worship of Nelson. Although the Mameluke army had been defeated by Napoleon, an attempt to march northwards through the Turkish provinces towards Damascus was thwarted51 at Acre, where the defence was conducted by the eccentric British admiral, Sir Sidney Smith, utilising guns of the French siege train which had been captured while being sent up by sea from Egypt. At home, 1797 was the year of the Mutinies in the fleet. The first, at Portsmouth, was comparatively gentlemanly: it was almost entirely about pay – which had not been raised for 150 years (no-one had heard of inflation!) – and the war had caused a large rise in the cost of living. It was settled quite quickly, the mutineers having said all along that, if the French fleet appeared, they would return to their duty at once. But the mutiny at the Nore (the mouth of the River Thames) was different. It was more revolutionary and more violent, and was treated 46



Lexique : baclée. Ndlr Lexique : terrible. Ndlr 48 Lexique : réduit. Ndlr 49 Lexique : sévère. Ndlr 50 Lexique : avec enthousiasme. Ndlr 51 Lexique : contrecarrée. Ndlr 47
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more harshly52. In the Mediterranean, the mutinies never had a chance to start: Jervis was noted as a stern disciplinarian – he had no qualms53 about hanging a man on Sunday – and the first signs were stamped on ruthlessly. The other major naval activities before the Peace of Amiens were Duncan’s defeat of the Dutch at Camperdown in 1797, and Nelson’s destruction of the Danish fleet at Copenhagen in 1801, part of a campaign to counter Napoleon’s efforts to damage British trade. In 1799, Admiral Bruix, with the Brest squadron, made an extended cruise to the Mediterranean and back, eluding Jervis and Keith who wished to bring him to battle. This made a fourth ‘what if’ in these nine years of warfare: - What if the British had been able to hold Toulon in the autumn of 1793, and to have landed significant land forces to take advantage of French discord? - What if Montagu’s squadron had met the convoy which Villaret-Joyeuse was covering in the early summer of 1794 – would the capture of the grain have brought down the government? - What if Nelson’s fleet had seen Bruey’s fleet on the way to Alexandria, and had destroyed it, and with it Napoleon and the French army? - What if Keith with his 19 ships had met Bruix with his 22 off Rosas? Would it have been a Trafalgar six years early? Keith was no Nelson, though he was a successful C-in-C in the Mediterranean. But Jervis’s approval was grudging54: “You will never find an officer native of that country [Scotland] in supreme command, they are only fit for drudgery55. Lord Keith is by far the best I ever met with by land or sea.” The year immediately preceding the Peace of Amiens saw major preparations being made by France to invade England. Jervis, now First Lord of the Admiralty said in the House of Lords. “I do not say the French cannot come. I only say they cannot come by sea.” But Nelson, put in charge of the operations against Boulogne and other ports, failed to make any impression, thanks to the work of Latouche-Tréville. (Another, later, ‘what if’: what if Latouche-Tréville had commanded at Trafalgar?) And so to the final years before the climactic56 battle. The 18 month Peace of Amiens can be likened to half-time in a Rugby match, with both sides retiring to suck lemons, and recruit their strength. When war broke out again in 1803, Nelson was immediately sent to the Mediterranean. He knew the area intimately, and he was, one might say, the British ‘wild card’ to counter the French ‘wild card’. Napoleon immediately started preparing for an invasion of England – spending as much, on trying to make the north channel ports capable of holding and loading 1,000 landing barges, as would have built 35 ships-of-the-line. Although he seems to have been strategically sea-blind, Napoleon did realise that he had to have command of the Channel to succeed in an invasion, and so various strategies were drawn up, all of which were variants on plans of earlier Kings, from Phillip II of Spain onwards. The facts of the campaign, from Villeneuve’s break-out in March to the fateful October day are too well known to repeat. But, although the actual train of events depended to a certain extent, on luck (‘what if’ Nelson had turned north instead of south from Barbados in June, and had met Villeneuve and Gravina in the West Indies), British dispositions would almost certainly have prevented Napoleon’s grand strategy from succeeding. For these, Lord Barham was responsible. He had only become First Lord of the Admiralty in May 1805, but he was a professional sea officer, and had been Controller of



52



Lexique : brutalement. Ndlr Lexique : scrupules. Ndlr 54 Lexique : accordé à regret. Ndlr 55 Lexique : les corvées. Ndlr 56 Lexique : au sommet. Ndlr 53
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the Navy (responsible for the dockyards and ship-building) 1778-1790, and later a member of the Board of Admiralty (responsible for fleet operations) 1794-5. The rest, as they say, is history Did Britain think that Trafalgar marked the end of the French navy? Emphatically not. It was a smashing defeat57, and Strachan, and later Duckworth off Saint Domingue in 1806, completed it. But Willaumez and Leissègues led the British a merry dance, even if they did not achieve much, and the actions of Hamelin and Duperré at the Île Maurice showed that the French navy had lost neither skill nor boldness, attributes which it still retains.



D’une stratégie maritime, l’autre « Qu’est-ce que ce monde-ci ? disait Candide sur le vaisseau hollandais. -- Quelque chose de bien fou et de bien abominable, répondait Martin. -- Vous connaissez l’Angleterre ; y est-on aussi fou qu’en France ? -- C’est une autre espèce de folie, dit Martin. Vous savez que ces deux nations sont en guerre pour quelques arpents de neige vers le Canada, et qu’elles dépensent pour cette belle guerre beaucoup plus que tout le Canada ne vaut. De vous dire précisément s’il y a plus de gens à lier dans un pays que dans un autre, c’est ce que mes faibles lumières ne me permettent pas. Je sais seulement qu’en général les gens que nous allons voir sont fort atrabilaires. » En causant ainsi ils abordèrent à Portsmouth ; une multitude de peuple couvrait le rivage, et regardait attentivement un assez gros homme qui était à genoux, les yeux bandés, sur le tillac d’un des vaisseaux de la flotte ; quatre soldats, postés vis-à-vis de cet homme, lui tirèrent chacun trois balles dans le crâne le plus paisiblement du monde, et toute l’assemblée s’en retourna extrêmement satisfaite. « Qu’est-ce donc que tout ceci ? dit Candide, et quel démon exerce partout son empire ? » Il demanda qui était ce gros homme qu’on venait de tuer en cérémonie. « C’est un amiral, lui répondit-on. -- Et pourquoi tuer cet amiral ? -- C’est, lui dit-on, parce qu’il n’a pas fait tuer assez de monde ; il a livré un combat à un amiral français, et on a trouvé qu’il n’était pas assez près de lui. -- Mais, dit Candide, l’amiral français était aussi loin de l’amiral anglais que celui-ci l’était de l’autre ! -- Cela est incontestable, lui répliqua-t-on ; mais dans ce pays-ci il est bon de tuer de temps en temps un amiral pour encourager les autres. » Candide fut si étourdi et si choqué de ce qu’il voyait, et de ce qu’il entendait, qu’il ne voulut pas seulement mettre pied à terre… Voltaire Lecture de Candide faite par Napoléon Bonaparte (29 août 1805) : « L’Angleterre deviendra bien petite quand la France trouvera deux ou trois amiraux qui osent affronter la mort. » Bibliography : For the serious student of British Naval History, there are thousands of books extant, with more being added: particularly so in this bi-centenary year.



57
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In this author’s view, the best single volume history remains The Navy of Britain, by Professor Michael Lewis (London, George Allen and Unwin, 1948). It can still be readily found in second-hand bookshops, or on the internet. For a more detailed overview, but without too much detail, A Naval History of England, by G.J. Marcus (two vols. London, Longmans, 1961 and London, George Allen and Unwin, 1971), can be recommended, but this only takes the history to 1805. For a detailed history, one turns to W. Laird Clowes’ The Royal Navy, A History from the Earliest Times to 1900 (7 vols. London 1897-1903, reprinted in soft-back, London, Chatham Publishing, 1996-97). This gives details of virtually every action in which the Royal Navy has ever taken part, with lists of all ships involved, on both sides, their force, and who commanded. It covers the Civil History (politics and scientific voyages), Major Actions, and Minor Actions. Finally, Professor Nicholas Rodger has now produced two of an expected three volumes of A Naval History of Britain. These are Vol.1, The Safeguard of the Sea (London, Harper Collins, 1997), which covers the years 660AD to 1649; and Vol. 2, The Command of the Ocean (London, Allen Lane, 2004) which covers 1649 to 1815. These do not contain the detail of Clowes, but cover better the interrelation of the Royal Navy and other world events. There is no doubt in this author’s mind that it will become the standard work on the Royal Navy, in years to come. These books have formed the main base for this article, which is otherwise based on 34 years service in the Royal Navy, and 63 years of reading naval history, ever since my grandfather gave me a book entitled The Royal Navy at War on my eighth birthday (I still have the book).
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