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THE HEARTS OF OAK TRILOGY

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




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

We always are ready; Steady, boys, steady!

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

D. GARRICK, Heart of Oak (1759)
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‘Nothing could be finer.’*

*Admiral Collingwood to Captain Harvey
of the Temeraire, 28 October 1805


The fighting Temeraire
Built of a thousand trees,
Lunging out her lightenings,
And beetling o’er the seas

HERMAN MELVILLE, The Temeraire, 1866
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Preface

In August 2005, BBC Radio 4 ran a poll to find the nation’s favourite painting. It was won by Turner’s The Fighting Temeraire Tugged To Her Last Berth To Be Broken Up, 1838, and it was won by a landslide: it received over a quarter of all votes cast, fighting off Constable’s The Hay Wain and other equally well-known works by Manet, Hockney and Van Gogh. Turner was a genius whose techniques revolutionized art history, and The Fighting Temeraire is his masterpiece. It is one of the most iconic images of the ages of both sail and steam, and is one of the greatest works of art ever created by a Western artist.

For some it is popular quite simply because it is familiar, but for others much of its allure lies in the story that it tells. Today it hangs in the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square, only yards from Nelson’s Column, a monument that commemorates Nelson’s death at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805. Both the painting and the statue are less than a mile from St Paul’s Cathedral, where Turner and Nelson are buried within feet of each other: Britain’s most famous artist and Britain’s most famous admiral are intimately linked in both past and present by this painting, a painting whose significance grips the nation as surely in the twenty-first century as it did when it was painted in 1838. It is a story that unites the art of war as practised by Nelson with the art of war as depicted by Turner and, as such, it ranges across British cultural history in ways that other stories do not. And yet the story behind the painting has only ever been partially told.1

To tell it properly, one must go back as far as the Seven Years War, fought at sea between Britain and France between 1756 and 1763, for the full story of the Temeraire is the story not of one ship, but of two. The Temeraire in Turner’s painting was actually the second ship in the Royal Navy to carry that name, but it is impossible to tell her story satisfactorily without explaining how the name came to be British at all, and how and why it was chosen for the prestigious three-decked 98-gun warship built at Chatham in 1793. It is also important to distinguish between the two as there was some confusion over which Temeraire is depicted in Turner’s painting: she was mistakenly identified by some of the earliest reviewers as the first ship, the French Téméraire which was captured in 1759. She was startlingly different from her successor in appearance, but on paper can only be distinguished by the accents in her name.

The result is a detailed picture of British maritime power at two of its most significant peaks in the age of sail, the climaxes of both the Seven Years War and the Napoleonic Wars. It takes us from the Mediterranean to the Channel; from the Western Approaches to the Caribbean; and from the Baltic to the Atlantic Iberian coast. It covers every conceivable aspect of life in the sailing navy, with particular emphasis on amphibious warfare, disease, victualling, blockade, mutiny and, of course, fleet battle, for it was at Trafalgar that the Temeraire really won her fame. She broke through the French and Spanish line directly astern of Nelson’s flagship, HMS Victory, and, for more than three hours, had two of the enemy’s line-of-battle ships lashed to her. She saved the Victory at a crucial moment in the battle, and fought until her sides ran ‘wet with the long runlets of English blood … those pale masts that stayed themselves up against the war-ruin, shaking out their ensigns through the thunder, till sail and ensign dropped.’2 For her bravery, she was the only British ship singled out for praise by Vice-Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood after the battle. Turner’s painting is a memorial to this magnificent ship in the poignant final hours of her life afloat. ‘Never more’, wrote the contemporary art critic John Ruskin, ‘shall sunset lay golden robe on her, nor starlight tremble on the waves that part at her gliding.’3 This was the poetry of the moment that inspired Turner.

Alfred Thayer Mahan, the most influential naval historian the world has ever seen, declared that ‘distinguished ships have a personality only less vivid than that of the men who fought them’. They do indeed. Each has a story to tell and many believe that of the Temeraire to be the finest of them all. It ends today in Room 34 of the National Gallery in Trafalgar Square, where a steady stream of visitors gazes at her beauty on Turner’s canvas. But it must begin over a thousand miles away and two hundred and fifty years ago, in the dining room of a Spanish palace, on a hot and dusty evening in August 1759, where Admiral Edward Boscawen was having his dinner.
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