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ABSTRACT

This thesis examines the experiences of the sailors who wotked in the Royal Navy
from the 1830s to the eatly days of continuous setvice contracts. With the coming of
peace, the Royal Navy had dropped rapidly in size, from neatly 950 ships in 1815 to
128 by 1821, and relied entirely on volunteers to man these ships. It nonetheless
remained in opetration all over the world as an instrument of British foreign policy,
with ships on the west African coast in anti-slave trade patrols, on the China station,

in Australasia and north America, and in home waters and the Mediterranean.

This period also saw the start of the change from sail to steam. By 1850 there were 71
steam ships and vessels in the Royal Navy compared to 106 sailing ships. This study
considers the reasons sailors volunteered to serve with the Royal Navy, their training,
promotion and career prospects, as well as their daily lives on boatd different types of

ship at home and overseas, and how these changed during the period.

Continuous service contracts provided for centralised administration, which made
manning ships quicker and meant that for the first time most adult sailors joined the
Navy rather than a specific ship. However, many of those who served in the Royal
Navy before 1853 already regarded it as their main employer and had long and
successful careers within it, with some signing up for longer periods of setvice.
Recruitment was not a problem for the Navy in this period, and rating systems, pay,
training and conditions were already being improved to provide incentives for long
service and the development of skills. The new contracts recognised changes that had

already taken place in the way sailors saw themselves and the Royal Navy.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION

The Royal Navy, Britain and the World

‘If there was any period in history when Britannia could have been said to have
ruled the waves, then it was in the sixty ot so years following the final defeat of

Napoleon.’
Paul Kennedy?

The Royal Navy after 1815 was a crucial instrument of British foreign, trade and
defence policy. It was stationed all over the world, protecting trade, fighting the slave
trade and enforcing policy where it was considered necessary. Paul Kennedy
describes it as one side of the triangular frame supporting the Pax Britannica, the
other two stdes being the empire, formal and informal, and the industrial revolution.
The French navy was Brtain’s closest rival, but France was unwilling to challenge
British maritime superiority for some time. The United States Navy was only just
starting to grow. Britain could temporarily rule the waves through its relative strength

to everyone else’s weakness.

It was a period of informal empire, when Britain exercised influence in areas such as
Latin America without having to take on full imperial responsibilities. At the same
time, however, formal empire was expanding, and places such as Singapore (in 1819),
the Falkland Islands (1833) and Hong Kong (1841) wete added as naval bases as well

as trading centres.” The Royal Navy both protected the empite and helped define its

! Paul Kennedy, The Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery, 3rd ed, (London: Fontana, 1991),
p.175.

2 Kennedy, Rise and Fall of British Naval Mastery, p.182.
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shape. Its first responsibility was the defence of the British Isles, but its second was

. . q - 1
always to preserve Britain’s commercial intetests ovetseas.

Although this was a time when Britain was largely at peace, there were various crises
involving the Navy. In 1827, together with France and Russia, the Royal Navy fought
at the battle of Navarino, when the Turkish and Egyptian fleets were defeated.* In
1840 Acre was bombarded to return Syria to Turkish rule from the Egyptians,’ and
in 1840-42 a force including three battleships was fighting in China to re-establish
British trade there, concluding in 1842 with the opening of six ports and the
acquisition of Hong Kong.® Lambert lists a total of 19 occasions between 1815 and
1853 when battlefleet units were deployed, and argues that any failures (such as the
French occupation of Algiers in 1830) were due to politicians’ lack of will, not to any
weakness in the battlefleet.” He assumed that one of the foundations that was

necessary for such strength was ‘a corps of skilled officers and men*.®

Throughout this period, whether there were particular crises or not, Royal Navy
ships were operating all over the world on a variety of duties, such as patrolling the
West coast of Africa against the slave trade. In January 1821, for example, ships were

stationed in the Mediterranean, the East Indies, at the Cape of Good Hope, in South

> Andrew Lambert, The Last Sailing Battlefleet, Maintaining Naval Mastery 1815-50, (London:
Conway Maritime Press, 1991), p.3.

* Andrew Lambett, ‘The Shield of Empire’, in ] R Hill (ed.), Oxford Illustrated History of the
Royal Nayy, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp.166-7.

> Lambert, ‘Shield of Empire’,, pp.170-1.

§ Lambert, ‘Shield of Empire’, pp.180-1.

7 Lambert, Last Sailing Battlefleet, p.9.

8 Lambert, Last Sailing Battlefleet, p.10.



America, the Leewatd Islands, Jamaica, North America, Newfoundland, the African

coast, Cork, Plymouth, Portsmouth and the other home stations.’

The other two sides of Kennedy’s triangle suggest the type of society and economy
that these ships were supporting, Continental industrial development had been set
back by the Napoleonic wars, whereas in Britain many industries such as copper and
wool (for uniforms) benefited from the war.”’ Although immediately after the wat
there were problems with slumps in agriculture, in war-related industries and with re-
absotbing demobilised servicemen,'' overall Britain’s industrial strength was growing.
Naval victories generated trade which stimulated industrial development, which in
turn increased the economic potential available to the Navy. The adoption and
promotion of free trade was a crucial element in this expansion.”” Immediately after
the war, customs duties remained the largest part of government income, but from
the 1820s these were reduced. The reintroduction of income tax in 1842 allowed
duties to be cut further, and after the bad hatrvests of the 1840s and famine in

Iteland, even the Corn Laws were l:e];)f:ale:d..13

One of the major economic and social changes after 1815 was the shift of population
and wealth from country to city. In 1815 agticulture was still the major employer in
Britain, but the towns were rapidly increasing: Liverpool, Leeds, Manchester and

Glasgow more than doubled their populations between 1800 and 1830. The

> TNA: PRO: ADM 8/101.

10 Clive Emsley, British Society and the French Wars 1793-1815, (London: Macmillan, 1979).
pp.31-2.

1 Emsley, British Society, p.170.
12 Kennedy, Rise and Fall of Britésh Naval Mastery, p.177.

13 David Thomson, England in the Nineteenth Century, Harmondsworth: Pelican, 1977), pp.80-
81.

3



development of the railways from the 1830s allowed the iron, coal and engineeting
industties to grow further. ﬂe cotton mills were powered by steam machinery, and
impotts of cotton rose from £82 million in 1815 to £1,000 million in 1860." The
population was expanding, and so home markets were increasing as well as overseas;
they tripled between 1800 and 1870.” Consumer demand was, however, largely
middle class, with the wotking classes spending almost all their money on rent and
food." As Martin Daunton has shown, the south of England was depressed
compared to the north in this period. In the north, because of the competition for

labout, wage levels were much higher,"’

The political context for this economic growth changed also. Jonathan Clatk has
argued that until the 1830s England was an ‘ancien regime’ state, and that it was
religious dissent and Catholic emancipation that destroyed this Anglican aristocratic
order and led to parliamentary reform.’ Despite the arguments put forward by
reformers (of the period and those writing later), who sought greater representation
and political involvement, he believes that it was not politically corrupt, but instead a
soclety used to thinking of politics as a complex web of obligations, founded firmly
on a Protestant monarchy. He argues that 1828-32 marked the choice of monatchy

over Church (unlike the changes of 1688) and destroyed this hegemony.”” For those

14 Thomson, England in the Nineteenth Century, pp.12-13.

15 Richard Price, British Society 1680-1880: Dynamism, Containment and Change, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1999) pp.32-33.

16 Price, British Society, p.34. -

7 Martin Daunton, Prgress and Poverty, (Oxford: OUP 1995), p.435.

18] C D Clark, English Society 1688-1832, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 1985), and
revised edition (Cambridge: CUP 2000) reviewed by Marion Morris for H-Albion@h-
net.msu.edu, December, 2000.

19 Clark, English Society 1688-1832, (1985), pp.418-9.
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who founded the Chartist movement in 1836, the 1832 reforms had not gone far

enough.

Linda Colley considered instead that the long wars of the 18th and early 19th
centuries had the effect of developing a distinctively British national and political
identity which would survive into the twentieth century.” For the first time, the
English, Scots and Welsh began to consider themselves one state, patt of a
beleaguered Protestant nation which would nonetheless prevail against the Catholic
continental enemy. She points to the populanty of Protestant texts such as Foxe's
Book of Martyrs in generating this self-image, and of coutse the Royal Navy had a
special place in this. Hundreds of thousands of prints and woodcuts of Devis’s Deazh
of Nelson wete circulated and sold, and from the 1790s statues of naval and army
heroes were placed in St Paul’s, where Nelson is buried.” The recognition of
heroism, she argued, was however restricted to officets as the ruling classes, under
threat, sought to stress their importance to society.” One aspect of this was the
number of serving military and naval officers who were also MPs (100 naval officers
between 1790 and 1820).” This was demonstrated in the importance attached to
mulitary display at major public events, and Colley also notes that naval and military
officers’ uniforms had begun to influence elite dress, and this continued long after

1815. The establishment of public days of celebration (for example George I1II’s 50th

Jubilee in 1810) also acted as a unifying force on British society, stressing national

20 Linda Colley, Britons: forging the nation, 1707-1837, (London: Pimlico, 1994) pp.367-8.
21 Colley, Britons, p.182.

2 Colley, Britons, pp.185-7.
8 R G Thorne, History of Parliament; The Commons 1780-1820, Vol I: Survey London: Secker &

Watburg, 1980), p.315. He notes that a naval background was an electoral asset, but that
naval MPs were usually ‘awkward politicians’, p.317.
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unity behind the king, and such celebrations continued throughout the century. J. M.
Cookson, The British Armed Nation, 1793-1815, argued that Colley and others had
underestimated the differences between the parts of the United Kingdom, especially
Scotland and Ireland, and the importance of local initiatives in the mobilisation
against Napoleon. He stressed the expansion of local government and the new roles
available to local leaders in driving the change towards parliamentary reform and

increased representation.*

The peniod after the end of the Napoleonic Wars expetienced major social and
political change, partly precipitated by the war. The 1832 Reform Act, Catholic
Emancipation, industrial development and demographic change also all altered the
Brtish state and people. The Royal Navy had been essential to the success against
Napoleon,; this study will consider those who served in 1t after the end of the wars,

why they joined and how they experienced their life as they enforced the ‘Pax

Britannica’.

In 1815 the RN had 214 ships of the line, about 100 of which wete in commission.”
With the end of the war it was immediately reduced in size, and by 1821 there were

only 13 ships with 70 or more guns in active service. As this table shows, it remained

at similar levels throughout this period.

# J M Cookson, The British Armed Nation, 1793-1815, (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1997), pp.3-4, 261-3.
2 C ) Bartlett, Great Britain and Sea Power, 1815-53 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1963), p.22.
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Table 1.1: Size of the Royal Navy 1821-50 (ships in commission)

Total 1st-3rd rates 4th-6th  Small vessels Steam Steam ships
(70+ guns) rates (satl) vessels
(24+ guns)
1821 128 13 40 75 - -
1830 178 17 39 119 3 -
1840 267 31 48 121 67 -
1850 177 20 25 61 38 33

Soutce: ADM 8/101, 1 January 1821; The Admiralty, Nayy List for Apnl 1830, December 1840,

March 1850, (l.ondon: John Murray).

This table not only shows the size of the peacetime Navy, but also indicates the start
of the change from sail to steam. The wooden sailing ship remained the main type of
warship between 1815 and 1850, but by the end of this time steam frigates and
sloops (shown as steam ships in the table) had appeated and sail-only construction
had ended. Until the development of the screw propellet, howevet, (and the first
ones wete not demonstrated by Brunel until the early 1840s) steamships meant
paddle steamers, which were difficult to arm. The Navy nonetheless took advantage
of the new technology, using steam dredgers and steam tugs which allowed the fleet
to leave harbour in adverse winds. Paddle steamers also served with the anti-slavery
patrols, where ‘it was the use of the paddle steamer which chiefly destroyed the

y 26

ascendancy of the beautifully built clippers designed for use in this traffic’.

Greenhill and Gifford, following Andrew Lambert, argue that the Navy did not

obstruct steam development, but was in fact very interested in its possibilities from

26 Christopher Lloyd, The Nayy and the Slave Trade, lLondon: Longman, 1949) p.xi.
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the first. ’ In 1819 the first steamer was suggested as a towing vessel for Deptford,
and by 1827 the first commissioned officets were commanding steam vessels
Lightning, Echo and Meteor* In 1835 a Chief Engineer was appointed and by 1847 the
construction of new sail-only vessels had ended as the development of screw
propeller technology allowed the Navy to build steam ships which could be fully
armed and replace sailing ships. The first seagoing screw-driven steamship, HMS
Archimedes, was launched in November 1838, and Brunel was appointed consulting
engineering to the experimental screw-driven vessel Raztkrin 1841.” The new
technology naturally affected those serving on board, and the need for specialised
ratings, such as stokers and gunners, began to change the Navy’s attitude to training
which took place away from a ship on active service. In 1830 HMS Excellent was set
up to train gunnets. Its graduates could expect extra pay and possible promotion to
warrant gunner.” In 1837 regulations for Engineer Boys allowed apprenticeships to

ensure the training of future engineets, and engineers themselves became warrant

officers.>

The administration of the N avy also changed. In 1832 the Navy Board, which had
been responsible for the day-to-day running of the ships, was abolished and absorbed
into the Admiralty, which had always directed naval strategy. The Admiralty

remained, however, a tiny central administration for such a complex organisation.

21 Lambert, Last Sasling Battlefleer, p.95; Basil Greenhill and Ann Giffard, Steam, Politics and
Patronage, The Transformation of the Royal Nayy 1815-54, (London: Conway Maritime Press,
1994) p.31.

8 Greenhill and Giffard, p.37.

2 Greenhill and Giffard, pp.139, 145.

¥ Greenhill and Giffard, p.79.

3 Michael Lewis, The Nayy in Transition 1814-64, (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1965)
pp.199-200.
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There was at this time no manning department. Naval expenses were under pressure
after the end of the war, since it was expected that peace should significantly reduce
costs. Income tax was abandoned at the end of the war and the naval estimates
reduced to £6 million a year until 1830.>> Lambert has shown, however, that despite

this the Navy managed to build a large sailing battlefleet, much of which was laid up
in ordinary to be mobilised at short notice when necessary, and that most of these
ships wete otdered and built between 1815 and 1830.% By the time, after 1830, when
further cuts were made, ‘The resetve strength of the Royal Navy was so great that it
could safely operate as a gunboat force in time of peace, but it had the ability to
mobilise a battlefleet equal or superior to that of any potential rival’.”* However, he

does not examine where the sailors to man these ships were to come from.

Sailots of the Royal Navy

‘...when I was young ... to go for a sailor was everything for a poor boy’

Royal Commission on Manning the Nayy, 1859, evidence of James Carden, Boatswain,
p.200.

As noted above, with the end of the Napoleonic wars, the Royal Navy by 1818 had
shrunk in numbers of both ships and men, employing 19,000 sailots instead of the

145,000 needed in 1815. The numbers of men and ships did tise during the first half

of the nineteenth century, in particular with the 1840s mobilisation over Mehemet

Alr’s actions against the Ottoman Empire, and the possibility of a clash with France.

However, thtoughout the period of this study the Royal Navy relied on men

%2 Andrew Lambert, Preparing for the Long Peace: the Reconstruction of the Royal Navy
1815-30°, Mariner’s Mirror, Vol. 82, No. 1, 1996.

¥ Andrew Lambert, The Last Sailing Battlefleet, Part 11, p.17 onwards.
3 Lambert, Last Sailing Battlefleet, p.6.
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volunteering for service. Until the introduction of continuous setvice contracts in
1853, they normally signed on to a particular ship for the length of its commission,

which was usually two to thtee years but occasionally more.
Figure 1.1  Size of the Royal Navy 1830-45 (men in service)
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Source: Navy List, July 1830-June 1845; Engene Rasor, Reform in the Royal Navy, A Social
History of the Lower Deck 1850-1880, ¢ch.5, note 67.

The press gang had immediately ceased to operate with the end of the war in 1815.
The possibility of pressing in time of war or national emergency did remain legally
available to the Admiralty, and was still envisaged as the likely method of providing
Royal Navy crews in time of war.” The 1835 Bill ‘For the encouragement of the

Voluntary Enlistment of Seamen, and to make Regulations for more effectually

* Eugene L. Rasor, Reform in the Royal Nayy, (Connecticut, Archon Books, 1976), p.26. The
power to impress men for the Royal Navy formed the legal basis for conscription into the
army in the twentieth century during the First and Second World Wars.
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Manning His Majesty’s Navy’, for example, recognised the Crown’s right to
compulsory service under common law, and assumed that this right would be used in
2 national emergency, as shown by its careful provisions for those who had served
five years voluntatily in the Royal Navy to be given exemption from compulsory
service. > The plans for mobilising a battlefleet in the event of a threatened French
invasion, as seemed possible in the 1840s, were based on the 30 advanced ships kept
‘in a high state of readiness’ at Sheerness, Portsmouth and Plymouth. If war had
come about, they would have to have been manned not only from the seamen and
marines already setving on the Port Guard ships and the flagships but with pressed
men as well.”’ If the Royal Navy was not to be kept up to wartime strength in time of

peace, then impressment appeated to be the only possible solution when ships were

needed in commission urgently.

Howevet, pressing remained a deeply unpopular way to deal with the need for

sallors. Campaigners against the press gang included naval officers, who wrote to the
Naval Chronicle and The United Service Journal, and published pamphlets, such as
Captain Frederick Marryat’s Suggestions for the Abolition of the Present System of Impressment
in the Naval Service, produced in 1822, Impressment powers were never used,
however, and as peace continued the campaign died down.” Politically it would have

been difficult to enforce, with so many active campaigners being naval men. Even

3 A Bill (as amended by the Committee) For the encouragement of the Voluntary
Enlistment of Seamen, and to make Regulations for more effectually Manning His Majesty’s
Navy, 24 June 1835. Parliamentary Papers 1835 (320) II1.517.

31 Lambert, The Last Sailing Battlefleet, p.10.

8 J S Bromley, Manning Pamphlets 1693-1873, (Navy Records Society, Vol. 119, 1974), p.xix; F

Marrayat, Suggestions for the Abolition of the Present System of Impressment in the Naval Service ,
(London: 1822).

3 Bromley, Manning Pamphlets, p.xx.
11



when war did break out with Russia in 1854, there was no attempt to consctipt men
to man the Royal Navy’s s;hips. Bromley argued that in the nineteenth century there
was a sharp distinction between real sailots and those who were brought in to make
up the complement, the pressed men of wartime. Merchant ships were expected to
provide the necessary training for men to setve in the Royal Navy. The Nawvigation
Laws, with their requitement that only 25 percent of a British merchant ship’s crew
be from outside the UK or the Empire, made this plain.* Howevet, the Navy was in
fact keen to take on boys (aged 14 to 20) for careers in the service, and there was a
good deal of movement between the Royal Navy and the merchant service, as this
study will show. As David Starkey has shown, the productivity of seamen could also
be incteased in wartime by taking up those on shore, and employing older men and
boys in the merchant service.* In the 1841 census, for example, nearly 46,000
seamen wetre recorded ashore, compared to 138,000 at sea.”” However, any large-
scale rapid mobilisation of naval ships would have caused problems, because without
paying for men to remain in reserve, there would never be enough of them ready to
serve immediately unless merchant shipping was very much reduced. This was

impossible because of the importance of merchant shipping to the UK economy.

This study 1s focused on a sample of 23 ships and their crews, chosen to cover as
many aspects of the Royal Navy in the 1830s and 1840s as possible. It includes large

and small ships, sail and steam, those on home and overseas service, surveying, anti-

4 Sarah Palmer, Politics, Shipping and the Repeal of the Navigation Laws (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1990), p.42.

#1 Dawvid J Starkey, ‘War and the Market for Seafarers in Britain, 1736-1792’, reprinted in
Harding, Richatd, ed. (2006) Nava! history 1680-1850. The international library of essays on military
bistory (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006), p.525.

42 Palmer, Navigation Laws, p.11.
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slavery patrols and routine duty in the Mediterranean. The sample includes the details
of 4,637 men. Although a proportion, which varies considerably from ship to ship,
having chosen to sign on with the Navy, rapidly changed their minds and deserted,
most stayed on until discharged sick, dead, into another ship or at the end of the
commission. Many of them had recent previous expetience of serving in the Navy,
and some had spent most of their working life on Royal Navy ships. Almost all,
except the newest Boys (first and second class) had experience at sea, even if it had
not been in a man of wat. Able Seamen add up to 1729 men in the sample, 49.76
petcent, with 650 rated Ordinary Seamen, 14 percent. Only 111 men in the entire
sample were taken on with the rating Landsman, 2.39 percent of the sample.* Those
not rated Able Seaman, Ordinary or Landsman wete taken as servants or assistants to

the warrant and petty officers (such as the Carpenter and the Gunner).

These men chose the Royal Navy from a position where they had skills which could
potentially be sold elsewhere to the merchant service. They volunteered for the work
and they carried it out successfully. Although the press gang may have negatively
affected the image of the Royal Navy in the country, and among some sailors
themselves, all the men examined here had chosen, for whatever reasons, whethet

loyalty, attachment or economic necessity, to sail on His or Her Majesty’s Service.

3 Excluding 18 Kroomen; see footnote 43.

# This does not include Boys rated LM on first being included in the Ship’s Company, as
this appears to have been a normal stage on some ships, nor men initially rated higher and
then later disrated, which usually reflects a punishment rather than their skill. There ate also
13 Kroomen in the sample rated LM, but these are excluded because there were particular

tules governing their rating which do not necessatily mean they were unskilled (see below,
chapter 2, p.75).
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Historiography

Until the 1970s, few historians had investigated the social conditions of the Royal
Navy in the 18" and 19% centuries in any depth, and the quotation attributed to
Churchill, that it was all ‘cum, sodomy, prayets and the lash’ represented a populat
petception of the sailing navy. The campaigns of the nineteenth century against
flogging and the press gang by men such as Frederick Marryat may have helped form
such views of the Navy, but flogging was not unique to ships, and as discussed above

the press gang stopped operating in 1815 and was never used again. ®

Marryat’s Victotian sea novels reflected his views on the evils of impressment, which
he regarded as inefficient and inhumane.* His 1822 pamphlet argued that apart from

the core of the crew, the forecastle men, crews were made up from gaols,

workhouses, smugglers and those useless at their professions. Analysing the muster
book of HMS San Domingo in 1805, a line of battle ship, he found 15 farmers, five
printers, six hatters, four cotton spinners, three pedlars, one optician and one
umbrella-maker. He considered this an indictment of impressment as a system of
manning ships, but the same spread of occupations can be found in the ships of the
1830s and 40s, manned wholly by volunteers. And smugglets were often expert
seamen; the five in this study who served compulsonily in the Royal Navy all received

‘good’ or ‘very good’ cetrtificates of conduct, and four were rated Able Seaman.

s John D. Byrn, Crime and Punishment in the Leeward Islands (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1989),
p.27. Byrn notes that naval authorities resorted to corporal punishment more frequently than

happened on shore, but ‘such variations were more a matter of style than substance’ (p.153).
4 Christopher Lloyd, Captain Marryat and the O/d Nayy, (London: Longmans, 1939).
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John Masefield, a century after Trafalgar, published a book on Sea Life in Nelson's
Time, which claimed that in Nelson’s time ‘the very slightest transgression was visited
with flogging’.*’ His descriptions of the brutality aboard the ships which had
protected British society were based on the memoirs of Jack Nastyface’ (William
Robinson), a self-confessed campaigner against corporal punishment and the press
gang, Masefield’s descriptions were intended to shock his audience with the
privations endured by eighteenth and eatly nineteenth century sailors, and do not

provide a tealistic depiction of their lives, nor how this compatred to those of other

wotkers of the time.

In 1960 Michael Lewis published A Socia/ History of the Navy 1793-1815, which

included an examination of the backgrounds and careers of those serving in the
Navy, but he concentrated almost exclusively on the officers rather than the men. ®
His book was based mainly on two printed sources: O’Bytne’s A Biggraphical
Dictionary of the Royal Nayy (London, 1849) and John Marshall’s A Roya/ Naval
Biography (London, 1825) and he used almost no primary sources. The social
background of the officers was analysed using the information they themselves
supplied to Marshall and O’Byrne, although this sample is necessarily flawed since 1t
obviously excluded all officers who died during the Napoleonic wats, and in O’Byrme

all those who died before 1848. Lewis found that the largest groups came from

47 John Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson's Time, (London: Methuen, 1905), quoted in John Bym,
Crime and Punishment in the Royal Nayy: Discipline on the Leeward Islands station 1784-1812,
(Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1989), p.2.

48 Michael Lewis, A Social History of the Navy 1793-1815, (London: Allen & Unwin, 1960).
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professional backgrounds (50 percent) and from the landed gentry (27.4 percent). ®
He estimated from their biographies that 6.7 percent had working class backgrounds,
120 out of the sample of 1800, with 18 officers who contributed to either Marshall or
O’Byrne saying that they had originally been pressed men. Three reached flag rank,
2.5 percent of the total, but none served at sea in that capacity.” This compated with
22 percent of those with naval backgrounds, and 18 percent of those with business
and commercial backgrounds, although the latter was a smaller group of only 71
officers. Lewis argued that the men who were promoted from the lower deck were
often ‘real charactets, eccentric often, but always magnificent seamen’. They would,
however, mainly depend on the Captain who onginally promoted them to the
quarterdeck for ‘interest’, or help with future promotions and employment, unlike
officers from backgrounds which gave them an existing netwotk of senior contacts
in the service.”’ War provided officers from the lower deck with an opportunity to
distinguish themselves, but when peace came they wetre unlikely to be given the same
chances.” About the men Lewis concluded that thete was no teliable information,

but that perhaps 75 percent came from seafaring families.

Investigating the geographical backgrounds of the officers, Lewis found that there

was a strong bias to the south, and to counties which had a coastline. Devon
provided the most officers, followed by Kent, Hampshire, London, Cornwall and

Sometset. Propottionately, Hampshire’s 89 officers represented 4.06 per 10,000

¥ The Navy, the church, the Army, the law, the civil service, medicine, government service
and the fine arts, in descending order of the numbers of sons entering the Navy. Lewis, Soca/
History, p.36.

0 Lewts, Social History, p.45.

51 Lewts, Social History, p.46.

52 Lewts, Social History, p.36.
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population, higher than Devon at 3.62. Other places also provided high numbers of
officers given their populations, such as Guernsey, with 11 (including James
Saumarez).” Scotland provided 197 officers (1.22 per 10,000 population), mainly
from Fife, Midlothian and Lanatk. Lewis believed that many lower-deck officers
came from Scotland and would then promote other Scottish men. Ireland had fewer
officers than Scotland, possibly because there was a limited middle class there,
though Itish seamen were much valued in the Royal Navy, Lewis believed. Cork with
33 and Dublin with 22 had the largest numbers of officers. In fact, proportionate to
its population, Cork contributed mote than any county in the British Isles.>* For the
men, Lewis concluded that it would be too difficult to investigate their backgrounds,

but that in ‘any muster book taken at random an overwhelming proportion of the

" v 55
place-names and counties mentioned are by the sea.’

In 1965 Lewis published The Nayy in Transition 1814-64, again based mainly on
O’Byrne and concentrating on the officers. For those who came from a working
class background, he atgued, their prospects of reaching senior rank ot having
employment were limited: *.after the war, the Navy reversed an incipient tendency
towatds democratisation, and became more stodgily class-bound than, pethaps, it
had ever been before.”™ His treatment of the men in this period was extremely brief;
he argued that whereas before the end of the war perhaps 75 percent of sailors came
from sailing families, after 1815 the additional 25 percent had disappeared, and that

all lower deck men had sailors for fathers, except those who came to the Navy

3 Lewts, Soctal History, p.50.
% Lewts, Socval History, p.51.
5 Lewis, Social History, p.54.
* Michael Lewis, The Nayy in Transition 1814-64, (London: Allen and Unwin, 1965), p.20.
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through the Matine Society, no more than five percent of the total.”’ This was pattly
because there were no mote quota men, that is, men sent from each county to fulfil a
quota of recruits to the Royal Navy under the Quota Acts of 1795-6, who did not
have to be men who had been to sea before.”® Another reason was, Lewis argued,
that far fewer boys would run away to sea in peacetime and were instead rectruited
through the provision of schooling at the Royal Naval School at Greenwich for the
‘sons of seafaring persons’ to be brought up to join the Royal Navy, He considered
that sallors must come mainly from the larger seapotts, but direct evidence was rare
since ‘very few of the pootly educated, intensely inward-looking “seamen types” will
feel the urge, or even be able, to write anything at all.””” Generally, howevet, he
argued that lack of evidence meant further conclusions could not be drawn. He
constdered that there was a marked change after 1853, when continuous setvice was
introduced. This resulted in men being attracted to the Navy who were not
themselves sons of seamen and was, he believed, ‘when “the Bluejacket”, whom we
know and respect today, began to exist as a professional naval rating in his own right.

Then indeed there comes a real and very marked change in the nature and habits of

uthe Menn.aﬁﬂ
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