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ABSTRACT

My dissertation examines the causes, events and outcomes of the two largest
British naval mutinies and their revolutionary potential during the era of the French
Revolution. Previous historians have attempted to define these mutinies through a variety
of mono-causal explanations such as material demands and political theory; each has failed
as they did not identify the divisions that existed between the seamen. My research
examines the impact of masculine identities of working-class men, in this case British
seamen. By returning agency to the seamen, [ have concluded that these men were divided
in their ideas about manhood and these divisions shaped the motives, courses, and
outcomes of the two major mutinies in the Royal Navy of 1797.

Competing understandings of gender identity divided the seamen. One faction of
seamen promoted revolutionary ideas imported from France which defined all men as
political equals; the others saw: their manhood defined by the traditional plebeian maritime
values of skill, bravery, and nationalism. The plebeian seamen mutinied over material
grievances. The revolutionary seamen attempted to use the resulting social chaos to
redirect the mutinies to political and social revolutions. But the revolution was short lived
and failed, not due to the actions of the state, which was largely an observer to the events,
but because the plebeian seamen would not accept ideas and actions that made them
betray the monarch and nation and therefore their sense of manhood. Using violent
measures, these seamen suppressed their revolutionary brethren and ended the mutinies,
much to the state’s relief.

My research will explain how a working-class revolution took place in Britain in
the 1790s, and why it was defeated not by the power of the state but by other
working-class men who believed that the new revolutionary ideology and masculine
understandings that it promoted were incompatible with their plebeian maritime concept of
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masculinity. My dissertation concludes that a British revolution did occur on the decks of
the Royal Navy, but it was defeated by a gender-based division among the seamen.
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Introduction

“We Are A Neglected Set”

Introduction

In April, 1795, Captain Philip Patton! wrote to Earl Spencer, the First Sea Lord of
the British Royal Navy, warning him “of the danger of general Mutiny”, and offering his
solutions to heading off such a calamity. Patton feared that naval mutiny could lead to
British seamen deserting to their enemies; reducing the great advantages enjoyed by the
British over their enemies in number of ships and experienced seamen. Such an event
would be a disaster as ships took months to construct, and veteran seamen took years to
replace. Patton suggested that the Royal Navy use the experienced seamen as a bulwark
against mutiny. He proposed increasing the numbers of petty officers in every ship and
raising their pay by one third. With greater material rewards and positions that formally
recognized their importance to the navy, these men would then, in Patton’s opinion, act to
prevent other seamen from mutinying. To keep these experienced men as a reserve force,
Patton urged that they be given a pension until the age of fifty as long as they were willing
to return to the Royal Navy during “armaments or actual hostilities”.2 Patton believed that

because of their scarcity, the commissioned officers of a ship could not control their ship’s

ILater in 1795, Patton had reached the rank of Rear-Admiral of the Blue and his final rank

at his death on December 31, 1815 was Admiral of the Red. His first commission

(Llcutenant) was in 1763 so Patton had seen 22 years commissioned service by 1795. See
: : : 3 815 (Aldershot,

Hants, England: Scholar Press for the Navy Records Society, 1994), 350,

2philip Patton, Observations on Naval Mutiny, Presented in 1975, 3-11, Tunstall Papers
(hereafter referred to as “TUN") 212, Caird Library, National Maritime Museum,
Greenwich (hereafter referred to as “NMM”).
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company alone. The leading seamen, those who had the greatest influence over their ships’
companies, were the key personnel in preventing mutiny.

In addition to highlighting the seamen’s long standing material grievances, Patton
also observed that the ideas of the Age of Revolution brought forth a new challenge as
“Even France presents itself under a new aspect to seamen: it affects to be called a land of
liberty: the very name fascinates ignorant men, and may lead them to ruin themselves with
their country.” Patton warned of the need for “a more liberal conduct” on the Royal
Navy’s part because “With whatever indifference the discontent of the seamen may have
been viewed, if an effectual remedy be not applied, the day must come when it will be a
very serious consideration; and when a general disposition to mutiny takes place, it may be
past remedy.” The Admiralty did not heed Patton’s warnings. Their lack of action
contributed to the two major mutinies of 1797, one of them evolving into a revolutionary
action.

Two years later on Easter Sunday April 15, 17974, the seamen of the Royal Navy
began the first of their two great mutinies during the era of the French Revolution.
Mathew Henry Barker, better known as “an old sailor”, recounted the seamen’s the

3patton, Observations on Naval Mutiny, 3-11, TUN/212.

4Dates in naval logs and calendar accounts differ in that nautical days start at noon and
end at noon unlike land-based reckoning which is generally midnight to midnight. Nautical
logs have two twelve hours blocks: first is the PM period of twelve hours (noon to
midnight) followed by an AM period of 12 hours (midnight to noon). Therefore the
Spithead mutiny began at 2 p.m. on the afternoon of April 15 based on calendar dating
while it began on April 16 on nautical reckoning. For the purpose of this investigation
dates will be generally reckoned in the more easily understandable land-based dating
system with additional notes to try and keep the two different systems in line when
potential confusion might result.
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feelings at the commencement of the Spithead Mutiny, so called because it occurred at the
Spithead Anchorage near Portsmouth:

After it broke out, it was a curious sight to watch the looks of the seamen,
and notice the conduct of the officers. Yet those who had exercised mercy
were mercifully and generously treated. Some of the men would stand with
their arms folded, gummaging upon what they done, with countenances
‘more in sorrow than in anger,” seeming to think their fate was sealed, yet
feeling more for their messmates than themselves. Others, with bold fronts,
would brave the consequences, and dare the worst, though you might
frequently catch their eye taking a broadside glance at the yard-rope, with
the hangman’s noose at the end. On the main-deck might be seen two or
three eyeing a group of talkers with the utmost suspicion, and stealing by
degrees toward them to catch hokl of their discourse. But the forecastle
was the principal resort, and all the various workings of the mind might be
traced from undaunted recklessness to sickness of heart: here the hardy
boatswain’s mate vociferated his oats, turned his quid, and cracked his
joke, insensible to danger, there the more placid, yet not less firm,
quarter-master, leaned over the netting, looking towards the shore in all the
distraction of thought; wife, children, friends, honour, life, seemed hanging
by a breath.’

5Mathew Henry Barker (an Old Sailor), Greenwich Hospital, a Series of Naval Sketches,
Descriptive of the Life of a Man-of-War’s Man by an Old Sailor, with Illustrations by
George Cruikshank (London: James Robins and Co., 1826) 147-152. Barker’s general

details can be confirmed from various ships’ logs. Admiralty, Captain Sir Andrew Snape
Douglas, “Log of H.M.S. Queen Charlotte” (April 9, 1796 to July 9, 1997), Captain’s
Logs, Admiralty (hereafter referred to as “ADM”) 51/4490, Public Record Office, London
(hereafter referred to as “PRO™). Sir Andrew Douglas, Captain of the Queen Charlotte,
recorded in his log entry of April 16, 1797, “at 2 the signal came on board the Royal
George to unmoor upon which the Ship’s Company came aft to the Quarter Deck and
acquainted the Officers with their determination of sticking lower yards and Top Gallant
Masts; that to Sea they would not go without an increase of Pay &c &c for which they
had petitioned both Houses of Parliament through Lord Howe in February last. From the
Quarter Deck they proceeded to the forecastle manned the larboard rigging, Booms, &
larboard Gangway, gave three cheers which was answered by one half of the fleet.”
Lieutenant James McFarland, also of the Queen Charlotte, noted in his entry of April 16,
1797, “PM Light Airs & Cloudy, at 1/2 past 1 the Admiral made the signal to prepare for
sailing, the ship’s company came aft and told the commanding officers they would not
weigh anchor until they had their wages raised, upon which they manned the rigging and
gave three cheers, which was answered by every line of battle ship at Spithead.”
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Despite their differing reactions, the seamen knew that mutiny was no small venture. By
sunset at the Spithead anchorage, the worst fears of Patton had come true; ten thousand
men on sixteen ships of the line of the Channel Fleet were in a state of mutiny.5 With the
Channel Fleet in a state of mutiny, little stood in the way of a French naval sortie from
Brest, and if the mutiny became prolonged, a possible French invasion of the British Isles.
Mutiny has been one of the great dramas of history. On the military level it
represents a loss of command and control by the officers over their subordinates. When a
military force ceases to follow the commands of its appointed leaders, it ceases to exist as
a regular military force. The officers of the Royal Navy involved in the 1797 mutinies also
understood this. Lieutenant Philip Beaver, who served on the Monarch during the
Spithead Mutiny, wrote, “...every officer of high feelings and strict notions of naval

discipline must ever deplore, a mutiny -- a mutiny in the British navy!!!”.” Captain Edward

Admiralty, Lieutenant James McFarland, “Log of H.M.S. Queen Charlotte” (June 3, 1796
to July 9, 1797), Logs of the Queen Charlotte 1794-1799, Log Q.23, NMM.

6The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Admiralty In-Letters From
the Channel Fleet 1797, ADM 1/107, PRO and Admiralty, “April 17, 1797, In Portsmouth
& Spithead” (April, 17, 1797), Naval Disposition Lists, ADM 7/472, PRO. The number
includes the seamen, marines, and supernumeraries mustered for the first, second, and
third rated ships present on April 17, 1797 at Portsmouth and Spithead which had sent
delegates to sign the Fleet Petition. They included: the Royal George with 825 total men
mustered, Royal Sovereign with 794, London with 704, Queen Charlotte with 815, Glory
with 663, Duke with 671, Mars with 587, Marlborough with 566, Ramillies with 550,
Robust with 557, Le Impetueux with 637, Defence with 501, Terrible with 548 (muster
date of May 8, 1797), Le Pompee with 690, Minotaur with 611, and the Defiance with
563 for a total of 16 ships of the line mustering 10,282 men. The commissioned and
warrant officers were not in a state of mutiny so the total number of men not answering
the commands of their captains was about 10,000.

'W.H. Smith, The Life and Services of Captain Philip Beaver (London: John Murray,
1829), 121-122.
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Griffith, who failed in his command of the London during the Spithead mutiny, called
1797, “an awful event, which not only disgraced the naval service, and brought our
country to the verge of ruin”.$

As Griffith understood, a large scale military mutiny and the resulting potential for
revolution not only affected the military, but it also represented the greatest nightmare of
those who controlled the state, the fear that their final instrument of power, military force,
had been lost. By the 1790s, the patrician class that had ruled Britain throughout the
eighteenth century were losing the cultural power that had sustained their cultural
hegemony and in turn their political rule.? Lord Nelson, the greatest British naval leader of
the era, feared that if the patrician class yielded to mutineers at Spithead, they would open
Pandora’s Box, “If government gives in, what can we expect of this fleet? I shall believe
we shall all be at Spithead. Mankind are all alike and if these people find their brethren in
England get their wishes complied with by being troublesome, it is human nature for
others to take the same methods.” !0 Captain Collingwood echoed Nelson’s sentiments,
“What is conceded to them [the mutineers] is not received as a provision which justice
makes them, but as what they have extorted, and they now know how they may extort,
what in justice they have not the same claim to.”!! To the ruling classes, mutiny could be

8Edwmrd anﬁth Colpoys ALcmmee_AdmmlSthntxamMamn.m&

G. Woodfall, 1825), 1-2.

9E.P. Thompson, “The Patricians and the Plebs,” in E.P. Thompson, Customs in Common
(London: Merlin Press, 1991), 95-96.

1%Horatio Nelson to his Wife, June 30, 1797, in George P.B. Nash, ed., Nelson’s Letters
to His Wife and Other Documents 1785-1831 (Navy Records Society, 1958), 328.

HCaptain Collingwood to Dr. Alexander Caryle, June 3, 1797, in Edward Hughes, ed.,
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a perilous drama at best, possibly triggering a Jacobin revolution and class war ashore.
And 1797 had not been the best of all possible years for the British government.

By 1797, Britain had been at war with revolutionary France for four years. For
William Pitt, Prime Minister of Britain, events were taking a turn for the worse. Internally,
Pitt faced a financial problem with a run on the Bank of England. 2 Externally, events
were no better. Most of the members of the First Coalition, the European alliance against
Revolutionary France, had quit the war. While the Austrians were still allied with the
British against France, they were on the verge of seeking terms of peace with General
Bonaparte, who had defeated their armies in Italy.!3 But the rulers of Britain believed that
they could still count on their navy to defend their homeland and empire.

From 1793 to 1797, the Royal Navy had won both of their major naval
engagements against the French and their allies. On June 1, 1794, Admiral Howe's British
fleet had decisively defeated a French fleet in the Atlantic; capturing six French ships and
destroying one without losing a single ship. The British called this victory "The Glorious
First of June".!4 In 1796, Spain had left the First Coalition and had allied with France. A
Spanish fleet sailed to destroy the British fleet off of the coast of Spain. Before the

ate C ingwood (Navy Records Society,
1957), 82-83.

12john Ehrman, The Younger Pitt: The Consuming Struggle (Stanford: Stanford
University Press, 1996), 5-7.

130wen Connelly, The French Revolution and Napoleonic Era (Fort Worth, Texas:
Harcourt College Publishers, 2000), 188. In April, 1797 Archduke Charles of Austria
called for a truce with the French and Peace was made in October, 1797. See also

Ehrman, The Younger Pitt, 3-32.

14Brian Lavery, Nelson’s Navy (Annapolis, Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 1994), 11.
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Spanish fleet could link up with their French allies, they encountered a British fleet. In the
battle of Cape St. Vincent, the British fleet defeated the Spanish fleet that outnumbered
them almost two to one, and captured four Spanish ships without the loss of a single
ship. !5

Yet the British were far from secure. In December 1796, a French fleet sent to
invade Ireland had slipped past the Royal Navy and reached Ireland. Fortunately for the
British, a combination of bad weather and French ineptitude had prevented the French
from landing a single soldier in Ireland. By 1797 plans were under way for a second
French invasion of Ireland designed to support an Irish republican rebellion. And in
February 1797, French troops had landed in Wales. Although a small and disastrous
landing for the French, the two day invasion by 1,400 men on British soil showed that
Britain remained vulnerable. !6 A loyal Royal Navy could dominate the seas, and could be
counted on to defend the British Isles from a major invasion by the French revolutionaries.

Many among Britain’s ruling class feared that if the Royal Navy failed, Britain’s
enemies might invade and even conquer them. The Annual Register, a Burkean
publication, summed up the fears of national decline of the British elite if the British navy

was somehow lost,

Deprived of this indispensive support, at a period when it was more than
ever needed, Great Britain would lose, at once, its influence in the affairs of
Europe, and sink into a state of absolute insignificance. That awe in which
it had kept surrounding nations, would vanish; none of them would any
longer either dread its power or court its allegiance: its very political

15 David Howarth and Stephen Howarth, Nelson: The Immortal Memory (London: J. M.
Dent & Sons Ltd., 1988), 155-166 and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 12.

16Ehrman, The Younger Pitt, 5.
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existence, and an independent country, would become precarious, and
nothing in short, of its former strength, and importance would remain. !’

The same publication wrote that ‘not only the British constitution trembled on the pivot of
fortune, but the political balance of Europe’!8, While the defection or destruction of the
British fleet did not guarantee victory for a French invasion force, it would put the British
government in a weak position in continuing the war against France. In 1797, the Royal
Navy remained the guardian of the British Isles against French fleets bearing soldiers, and
possibly most fearful to Burkean thinkers, the ideas of liberty. The last thing the Pitt
government desired was for the seamen within the fleets anchored off of Portsmouth and
the mouth of the Thames to mutiny.

On April 15, 1797 this feeling of security abruptly ended. Lord Bridgeport ordered
the Channel Fleet at the Spithead anchorage, near Portsmouth, to put to sea. One by one,
the crews of sixteen ships of the line refused.!® Almost ten thousand seamen were in a
state of mutiny. These men demanded that the government redress material grievances
such as pay, scale of provisions, type of food served in port, shore leave, and improved
medical care. The Pitt government moved to meet these demands and the mutiny seemed
to subside. But, on May 7, enraged by newspaper reports that government reforms to
meet their demands would be blocked in the House of Lords, the seamen of the Channel
Fleet mutinied again. They were joined by an additional nineteen ships with nearly four

I7"The History of Europe”, The Annual Register, or a View of the History, Politics, and
Literature, for the Year 1797, 2d ed. (London: R. Wiks, 1807), 220.

'8Ehrman, The Younger Pitt, 3.
19Ship of the line refers to ships with generally 64 or more guns and considered by

tacticians of the period as able to stand up to heavy enemy fire in the line of battle. See
Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 40.



23

thousand seamen.20 Tensions between the seamen and the government increased after an
incident of bloodshed on the London between many of the ship’s company and their
squadron commander, Vice-Admiral Colpoys. To prevent a continuation of the mutiny,
the government forced Admiral Howe to return to Portsmouth. After a day of discussion
with the mutineer delegates, Howe had won their confidence and the Spithead mutiny
ended after 30 days on May 15, 1797.

A seemingly more confused mutiny occurred in the British North Sea Fleet as the
Spithead mutiny ended. On May 12 mutiny began near the mouth of the Thames on the
Nore anchorage’s guard ship, the Sandwich. The seamen quickly spread their mutiny to
the other ships at the anchorage. The spirit of mutiny continued to spread to Admiral
Duncan’s ships off the Texel. By early June, thirty-three ships with over 10,000 men were

in a state of mutiny at or near the mouth of the Thames.2! This mutiny took on a more

20Admiralty, “April 17, 1797, In Portsmouth & Spithead” and “May 8, 1797, In
Portsmouth & Spithead”, both found in ADM 7/472. The number includes the seamen,
marines, and supernumeraries mustered for the additional ships joining the mutiny on May
7 and 8, 1797. These nineteen ships were the Monarch with 431 men mustered, the La
Nymphe with 235, the Eurydice with 177, the Hind with 182, the Latona with 240, the
Megara with 51, the Incendiary with 48, the Jason with 280, the St. Margarita with 227,
the Virginie with 274, the Pique with 201, the Phaeton with @250, the Glenmore with
247, the Pearle with 192, the Amphritite with 170, the Speedwell with @100, the Syren
with 196, the St. Fiorenzo with 267 (a ship that participated in both mutinies), and the
Melphomene with 259 for a total of 4,017 men mustered. The commissioned and warrant
officers were not in a state of mutiny so the total number of men not answering the
commands of their captains was around 3,800 in addition to the original 10,000.

21 Admiralty, “May 22, 1797, In the Rivers Thames and Medway” and “June 19, 1797, In
the Rivers Thames and Medway” both found in ADM 7/472. Other ship musters were
drawn from the ship’s muster books located at the Public Record Office, London in ADM
36. The thirty-three ships were: Agamemnon with @440 men mustered, Ardent with 442,
Belliqueux with 463, Brilliant with 194, Champion with 128, Clyde with 283, Comet with
77, Director with 431, L’Espion with 212, Firm with 110, Grampus with 130, Hound
with 116, Inflexible with 468, Inspector with 104, Iris with 193, Isis with 331, Lancaster
with @440, Leopard with 404, Lion with 507, Monmouth with 426, Montague with 599,
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French-inspired tone of republican revolution. At the Nore, the British government and the
Admiralty took on a hard-line policy, refusing to yield to the new mutineers’ demands.
After failing to gain redress to their grievances, the mutineer leaders plotted an escape to
France, the Dutch Republic, Ireland, or even America only to be thwarted by
counter-revolution within the ranks of the seamen themselves. Slowly loyalist elements in
the ships’ companies retook control of their ships from the mutineers and defected from
the mutiny. By June 15, 1797, the collapse of popular consent among the majority of the
seamen, brought the mutiny to an end. Starting much like the Spithead mutiny as a protest
against material conditions, the radical leaders transformed the Nore mutiny into a
revolution against political and social inequality only to be suppressed by the plebeian
seamen who still supported the nationalist plank of the plebeian masculinity.

Historiography
Immediately after the mutinies, contemporaries in the Royal Navy debated the

event in terms of class control, neglecting to ask why the seamen had mutinied in the first
place. Contemporary elites feared that if the old patrician-plebeian society collapsed their
rule would be challenged by the plebeians. Some naval officers portrayed the mutineers as
simply lower class ruffians in need of strong discipline. To them, overly harsh discipline
did not constitute the catalyst for the mutinies; instead a lack of it did. In their eyes, the
commissioned officers had brought on the mutiny by giving the sailors too much liberty;
harsh discipline remained the best way to keep the lower class in order. Captain

Nassau with 496, Niger with 201, Proserpine with 179, Pylades with 127, Ranger with
112, Repuise with 464, St. Fiorenzo with 267, Sandwich with 1075, Standard with 470,
Swan with 123, Tisiphone with 112, and the Vestal with 183 for a total of 10,307 which
includes commission and warrant officers. With subtractions for officers this leaves about
10,000 seamen in a state of mutiny during the month long period of the Nore mutiny.
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Collingwood did not believe the seamen’s grievances were reasonable. He wrote that the
seamen's demands were not rights, but merely "acts of favor" that the Admiralty could, if
it wished, give them or withhold.22 Edward Pelham Brenton, present at the Nore mutiny
as a lieutenant, believed that overly severe officers had not provoked the mutinies, but
rather weak officers who over indulged their men through the “great evil” of “the want of
punishment”.23 To these officers and other contemporaries the important question was
centered on maintaining ruling class control rather than the motives of the mutinous
seamen.

This class-control approach to the mutinies did little to answer the question of why
the seamen had mutinied, and drew criticism from both contemporaries and the first
scholarly examinations of the mutinies. Sir Edward Griffith Colpoys24, who commanded

2Howarth and Howarth, Nelson; The Immortal Memory, 173. Collingwood also blamed
the influx of former landsmen, "Billy Pitt's men", in promoting trouble among the sailors.
He described them as "the refuse of the gallows and the purging of the gaols", quoted in
Christopher Lloyd, St. Vincent and Camperdown (London: B. T. Batsford Ltd, 1963),
98-99. To the tradition bound Edmund Burke the mutinies were sedition; see G. E.
Manwaring and Bonamy Dobree, The Floating Republic (London: Frank Cass & Co. Ltd.,
1935, repr., 1966), 97-98. This view is not limited to those who lived two hundred years
ago, Charles B. Arthur argues that "The indolence, indiscipline, irresolute leadership, and
indulgent administration..." were the major causes of the mutiny. He believes that the
mutineers simply needed some of Admiral St. Vincent's "iron will and resolution” to
restore discipline, meaning that it was better to flog the old tars back into submission
rather than listen to their grievances. See Charles B. Arthur, The Remaking of the English

Navy By Admiral St. Vincent: Key to the Victory Over Napoleon (New York: University
of America Press, 1986), 72-73.

23Brenton belicved the seamen had a baser motivation of material demands and if these
indulgences had been granted or if officers had acted with more force against the
mutineers it would have spared the navy “the disgrace of a general insubordination”.

Edward Pelham Brenton, The Naval History of Great Britain, From the Year 1783 to
1836, vol. 1 (London: Henry Colburn, 1837), 276-278.

24Colpoys’ surname was Griffith but upon the death of his uncle Admiral Colpoys, he
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the London during the Spithead mutinies, criticized Brenton’s work for its “incorrectness”
and unwarranted attacks on the officers present at Spithead for not using more force to
suppress the mutinies.2> The movement to abolish corporal punishment in the nineteenth
century influenced the first scholarly attempt to understand these mutinies. William Neale
argued that French subversives had not produced the Nore Mutiny, but “that every part of
our fleets had long severely suffered beneath the command of several obnoxious officers;
the utmost desire should exist to get rid of these was most natural.”2 Critics like these
and the development of more analytical approaches to history have brought forth new
interpretations in the twentieth century.

The new interpretations identified two basic causal factors for the mutinies of
1797. The first saw material grievances as the root of the mutinies. Proponents of this
view argue the seamen were motivated either by the effort to regain lost material rights or
portray the seamen as forward looking strikers attempting to throw off the

worker-unfriendly past in an attempt to gain new material rewards for their work.2’

obtamed perm:ssnon from the ng to adopt the name and arms of his uncle See J Ralfe,

Ggoxgg_m vol. III (London Whmnore & Fenn, 1828), 167

25Griffith Colpoys, A Letter to Vice-Admiral Sir Thomas Byam Martin, 3-5. Colpoys was
also angry at Brenton’s accusation as he had been one of those officers at Spithead.

Dmnlm_m_lhe_ﬂoxa.lﬂm(l,ondon 'ﬂlomas Tegg, 1842), l34-135 Neale’s work is
oriented more toward the goal of abolishing corporal punishment in the Royal Navy than

an academic approach to understanding the mutinies.

27Roger Wells, Insurrection: The British Experience 1795-1803 (Gloucester: Alan Sutton
Publishing Ltd., 1983), 79, 98, 108. Wells argues that the naval mutinies "reflect the

newer trade unionist response to rising costs of living. The same mixture of unionist
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Scholars promoting his interpretation generally see the seamen in a positive light as this
thesis maximizes the seamen’s moral right of redress while also emphasizing their loyalty
to the crown and nation.

Several contemporaries, many of them naval officers and some of them eyewitness
observers of the mutinies, shared this interpretation. Captain Griffith of the London felt the
causes of the Spithead mutiny were “the insufficiency of their pay and provisions”.28
Lieutenant Philip Beaver, an officer on the Monarch and a first hand witness to the
Spithead Mutiny, wrote that the seamen had mutinied to get their pay increased. In
keeping with the general defense of the seamen adopted by those who stressed material
causes, Beaver also emphasized the positive conduct of the mutineers at Spithead. Beaver

described the mutineers as “moderate and just”.2% Rear-Admiral Patton, who as a Captain

mentality and democratic ideology found among sectors of the workers, can be traced in
the army, and is encountered much more forcibly in the navy." (79) He also refers to the
navy as a "nursery for trade unionism" (108). Wells also takes the lead in arguing that the
mutinies were a strike for peace. (98) Without the Channel Fleet to defend England, the
Pitt government would have faced the alternative of making peace with France or fighting
off an invasion. Instead the sailors went right back to the profession of arms in naval
battles in October, 1797. Wells skirts this issue with his belief that the British sailors'
pacifism was overridden by their patriotism! Jonathan Neale describes the 1797 mutinies
as a labor strike, "It was the biggest single victory by workers in Britain until the dockers'
strike almost a century later, in 1889", see Jonathan Neale, The Cutlass and the Lash:
Mutiny and Discipline in Nelson’s Navy (London: Pluto Press, 1985), 168. The popular
novelist Herman Melville also saw the mutinies as a strike comparable in magnitude to a
potential strike by the Fire Brigade in a London threatened by general arson. See Herman
Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1962), 54.
Michael Lewis believed that, “The Delegates at Spithead were among the earlier, if not the
very earliest exemplars of trade union leaders - and most accomplished ones at that.” See

Michael Lewis, Spithead, An Informal History (London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd.,
1972), 152.

28Griffith Colpoys, A Letter to Vice-Admiral Sir Thomas Byam Martin, 11.
29 jeutenant Philip Beaver to Mrs. Gilles (April 17, 1797) in John Knox Laughton, ed.,
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had warned the Admiralty of the threat of general mutiny, commented that the “inadequate
state of the pay” and inequities in volunteer bounties between the experienced seamen and
the new landsmen were the material causes.3? Captain Brenton, the same who lamented
the absence of harsh discipline, believed that there were material roots to the seamen’s
discontent - rising inflation without a pay increase and insufficient rations.3! Finally the
Annual Register noted that for a long time a cause of discontent in the British military was
the “smallness of their pay.”32 These initial observations about the material base of these
mutinies were not lost upon later academic approaches to the mutinies.

Many scholars have stressed the material basis for the mutineers’ demands. Early
1 the twentieth century, scholars perpetuated the belief held by many contemporary
observers that both the Spithead and Nore mutineers worked to redress material
grievances, often dismissing the role of political influences in the Nore Mutiny.33 The

The Naval Miscellany, vol. I (Navy Records Society, 1902). Beaver argued that the
seamen had petitioned to Lord Howe for an increase in pay first and then resorted to
mutiny when their petition seemed to fall upon deaf ears. See Beaver to Gilles (April 19,
1797) in Knox, The Naval Miscellany, vol. 1. Beaver concluded this letter with the
pro-seamen sentiment of “I had always great respect for an English seaman,; I like the
character now better than ever.” See Beaver to Gilles (April 20, 1797) in Knox, The Naval
Miscellany, vol. 1.

30Patton, Account of the Mutinies at Spithead and St. Helens, 23-25, TUN/212. Patton
touched on the issue of masculine power when he noted that the new and inexperienced

naval recruits were receiving a much larger bounty than the experienced seamen, despite
the lack of maritime skills of the new men when compared to their professional peers.

3! Brenton, The Naval History of Great Britain, 276-277.

32«The History of Europe”, The Annual Register, 207-208.

33Ljonel Yexley, Qur Fighting Sea Men (London: Stanley Paul & Co., 1911), 100-134.
Yexley argued against the belief that republicanism motivated the mutinies and believed it

was political theorizing of scholars rather than history. He wrote, “It has always been the
practice to put down to political influence organized on shore; one writer credited it thus,
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materialist interpretation continued to be supported and vigorously defended against the
growing counter-thesis that political ideas motivated the mutineers.>* Characteristic of
the materialist school of interpretation, many of these scholars portrayed the seamen in a
positive light. One nationalistic scholar argued that a high degree of humanity
characterized the seamen in both mutinies.3> A few more recent and broader studies have

continued the materialist interpretation along with viewing the seamen in a positive light.36

and all those who came after have slavishly followed his lead. They have been incapable of
looking at the thing through a seaman’s eyes, and as they had a theory to hand already cut
and dried, they have seized it to point a moral and adorn a tale.” (133-134). The most
solid promoter of the materialist thesis along with the exoneration of the mutineers has
been Colonel C. Field, who argued that the “insufficiency of provisions™ and *“very meager
pay” were the “primary cause” of the mutinies of the 1790s. Field was a supporter of the
Brenton thesis of material demands driving seamen beyond the pale due to a lack of
subordination to their officers. Field’s real purpose seems to have been to exonerate the
Marines from any acts of mutiny during 1797. C. Field, “The Marines in the Great Naval

Mutinies, 1797-1802,” Journal of the Royal United Service Institution, 62 (February to
November, 1917), 720-727.

34D, Bonner Smith, “The Naval Mutinies of 1797,” The Mariner’s Mirror, 21, no. 4
(October, 1935): 428-430. D. Bonner Smith wrote, “the record confirms absolutely
Captain Brenton’s dismissal of all extraneous ‘causes’.” Smith was attempting to counter
the thesis of Manwaring and Dobree as presented in their book, The Floating Republic.
Smith dismissed a republican influence with “and which we can safely assert were
unconnected with any political consideration whatsoever.” Also stressing material
grievances while minimizing the influence of French Jacobins was J.G. Bullocke. Bullocke
summed up the grievances as recruitment, pay, food, and punishment. J.G. Bullocke,

SalloLs_Rﬁbcllmn._A_Ccnmtx_of.Na!alems (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1938),

35Bullocke, Sailor’s Rebellion, 236, 280-281. Bullocke does allow for some political ideas
but defends the professional seamen by arguing that only the new landsmen could have
possibly had any French Jacobin beliefs. Bullocke also believed that he was taking a new
approach in the examination of naval mutinies by using a “psychological” approach.
Human nature according to Bullocke had “remained constant™ and by applying modem
psychological approaches, Bullocke could understand the seamen’s mentality (v).

36Eugene L. Rasor, Reform in the Royal Navy (Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1976),
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Overall, supporters of the materialist interpretation have posited that material grievances
were the root of discontent, that political motivations were rare among the experienced
seamen, and that while the mutinous seamen were correct in their strike for better pay,
food, and conditions they remained loyal to Britain.

Sometimes running as a counter to the materialist thesis and occasionally as a
secondary cause has been the belief that political ideas among the secamen promoted
mutiny, especially in the Nore mutiny. The political thesis portrays the seamen as being
animated by republican and revolutionary political ideas. Promoters of this interpretation
see the mutinies of 1797 not as workers’ strikes, but as revolutionary activity. Within this
school of interpretation there are divisions about the source of revolutionary ideas. One
group has argued that the ideas were promoted through outside agitators either from
France or the mainland of Britain who inflamed the seamen with the fire of republicanism.
The second belief holds that the men brought into the Royal Navy by the Quota Acts, a
type of conscription, which began in 1795, also brought their revolutionary ideas into the
Navy. Rather than being outside agitators, these men infused the simple seamen with
revolutionary republican ideas from within the ranks of the Royal Navy.

Several contemporary commentators pointed to republican agitators from either
outside or within the Royal Navy who promoted the spirit of mutiny and revolution.
Captain Payne, who commanded the Le Impetueux during the Spithead Mutiny wrote to
Spencer, the First Sea Lord of the Admiralty, that “The character of the present mutiny is

64, Leonard F. Guttridge, Mutiny: A History of Naval Insurrection (Annapolis, Maryland:
Naval Institute Press, 1992), 7-8, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 141-143. Lavery believes
that the mutineers at the Nore probably saw their actions “as an extension of the gains
made at Spithead” and not as a political revolution. (142).
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perfectly French”, and that the mutiny had “secret Jacobin springs, that now direct it”.37
The Annual Register concluded that “some persons strongly suspected that there were,
among the mutineers, individuals, who acted the part of emissaries from the enemy, and
strove to push them on to extremities.”38 Evan Nepean, First Secretary of the Admiralty,
believed that outside agitators were sending republican publications into the fleet: “there is
reason to suppose from information which has been received that the new raised men and
marine recruits have been charged with seditious and inflammatory papers for the purpose
of distribution.”39 Having served as a volunteer on the London at the time of the Spithead
Mutiny and later commanding a division of gunboats at the Nore during that mutiny, 0
Captain Edward Owen saw the Nore Mutiny as “fomented by mischievous minded persons
connected with the Corresponding and other societies on shore”.4! Rear-Admiral Patton
discounted direct French influence, but believed that landsmen, especially those cleared
out of jails, helped make matters worse because they were not acclimated to the culture of
the rlavy.42

37Captam Payne to Spencer (Apnl 18, 1797), JuhanS Corbett ed., Private Papers of
: a 4-1801, vol. II (Navy

Records Soclety, 1914), lll 115.

38"The History of Europe”, The Annual Register, 220.

39 Admiralty, Evan Nepean to Admiral Peter Parker (June 7, 1797), Secretary’s Letters to
Portsmouth March, 1796-June, 1797, ADM 2/1019, PRO.

40Sidney Lee, ed., Dictionary of National Biography (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1895),
405.

41Edward Owen to Commissioner Cunningham (January 17, 1825), Letters to
Cunningham About the Narrative, Cunningham Papers (hereafter referred to as CUN) 2,
NMM, 77-78.

42Patton, Account of the Mutinies at Spithead and St. Helens, 20-27, TUN/212.
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Scholarly examinations of the mutinies have also perpetuated the political thesis.
One of the earliest secondary works, while discounting Jacobin French influences, felt the
conscripted quota-men had “infused a secret leaven of discontent into the ranks of the
seamen”. The quota-men were characterized as “attorneys, disqualified by unprofessional
practices, excisemen cashiered for dereliction of duty, clerks under the suspicion of
embezziement, men of desperate reputation, and criminals escaping justice”. The
quota-men did not start the mutinies, but their revolutionary tendencies did make them
more radical once they had begun.43 Others have argued that the quota-men were “the
real leaders” and the delegates elected by the seamen were only a “facade”. 44 Besides
British outside agitators, some scholars believe that Irish revolutionaries also acted to
foment revolution.43 To these scholars, the seamen were simply passive participants in the
mutinies, led by politicized outsiders.

The second wing of this interpretation sees the seamen themselves as taking an
active lead, and motivated by republican values. One scholar described the republican

ideas as a disease which infected the seamen from outside, “it would almost seem as if the

#Neale, History of the Mutiny at Spithead and the Nore, 23-24, 29-31.

4#Michael Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 1793-1815 (London: George Allen &
Unwin Ltd., 1960), 124 and again in Lewis, Spithead, 130-133. John Masefield saw the
seamen as simply *“tools of the radical party” which was led by Richard Parker at the Nore.
John Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time (Freeport, New York: Books of Libraries
Press, 1969, originally published 1905), 212, note 1. See also Dean King, John B.
Hattendorf, and J. Worth Estes, eds.,

A Sea of Words: A Lexicon and Companion For
Patrick O’Brian’s Seafaring Tales (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1995), 209.

431an Christie, Stress 2 itair '
thc_BmmAmdame_oﬁRcmhmn(Oxford Clarendon Press, 1984), 52. Chnstle saw
the mutinies as “fomented to some extent by an insurrectionary element in which
individuals linked with the United Irishmen played an appreciable part.”
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state of unrest among the seamen was rather of the nature of an epidemic, the germs of
which were afloat in the air of the age”.*6 Another simply wrote, “Many sailors were
revolutionaries”.4” Others have seen the mutinies as representative of a working-class
spirit of revolution that existed in the late eighteenth century.48 Overall, this school of
thought sees the republican ideas of the time as either fanning the flames of discontent, or
as being the germ that infected the body politic.

In the twentieth century, scholars have produced three major works examining
both the Spithead and Nore Mutinies. The first, and seemingly most forgotten, is Conrad
Gill’s The Naval Mutinies of 1797. Gill saw the value of the mutinies not as naval history,
but for “their bearing on social and political history”,%? Gill believed the causes of the
mutinies were a “fusion” of material and political causes. He saw the mutinies as both “a

remarkably well organized and successful strike” and “the climax of the revolutionary
movement in this country.”>! Gill argued that the primary causes of mutiny in 1797 were

46William Laird Clowes, The Royal Navy, A History From the Earliest Times to the
Present, vol. IV, (London: Sampson Low, Marston and Company, Ltd., 1899), 167.

4TNeale, The Cutlass & The Lash, 60.

48E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (Harmondsworth,
Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1968), 183-185. E.P. Thompson, the great scholar of late
eighteenth-century popular agitation, argued that the mutinies were not "a parochial affair
of ship's biscuits and arrears of pay" but instead a symptom of the general "popular
revolutionary crises” of the times.

49There is also from the ninetieth-century, Neale’s History of the Mutiny at Spithead and
the Nore.

50Conrad Gill, The Naval Mutinies of 1797 (Manchester: The University of Manchester
Press, 1913), viii.

Siibid., 355-358.
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the republican ideals which he believed “had permeated the navy”. Because of these
beliefs, he argued the seamen in the Channel and North Sea fleets demanded redress of
material grievances that had existed in the Royal Navy for over two hundred and fifty
years. Yet Gill developed a different thesis in the body of his argument.52 He later saw the
mutinies as the work of republican quota-men who transformed the material demands of
the simple seamen into larger and more radical mutinies. The impressed and new men were
more revolutionary than the experienced seamen and were the “leading mutineers”.53 The
average seamen were simply followers who could not have produced a revolution alone.
Revolutions were the work of “men of good education and great mental ability.”54 While
Gill accepted the material roots of the seamen’s grievances, the infusion of politically
educated quota-men into the navy led to mutiny, not the actions of the ordinary seamen.
Over twenty years later, the mutinies of 1797 became the focus of a second major
monograph. In their work, The Floating Republic, G.E. Manwaring and Bonamy Dobree
argued that the root cause of the naval mutinies of 1797 could be found in the
“maladministration from top to bottom” of the Royal Navy.3* This maladministration

created a horrible material environment and an unbearable existence for the seamen. They

52Gill, The Naval Mutinies of 1797, viii-ix. Gill goes on to contradict this view in the same
work when he wrote, “The conclusion then, in regard to the presence of revolutionary
ideas in the various fleets is that they were held only by a small proportion of the seamen”
and “The Seamen as a whole know little or nothing of the theories of the rights of man,
and it is certain that they were not consciously actuated by political motives.” (314)

331bid., 10-11, 310-318, 323. Gill also sees the quota-men as having a greater influence on
the Nore and that accounted for the more radical nature of that mutiny compared to the
Spithead Mautiny, (101, 115-116).

341bid., 316-323.

55Manwaring and Dobree, The Floating Republic, 247.
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believed that the mutinies should be understood as a “workers’ combination”, and “one of
the very earliest in the history of the Labour movement.”36 While Manwaring and Dobree,
acknowledged the odd republican revolutionary as being present in the fleets, but
dismissed the belief that the revolutionary ideas had any major impact on either the
Spithead or Nore Mutinies.>” Manwaring and Dobree attempted to portray the mutineers
as sympathetic figures who acted along class lines as workers to improve their material
existence.

Published some thirty years after Manwaring and Dobree’s work, James Dugan’s
The Great Mutiny has been the last major work on the mutinies of 1797. Heavily
influenced by E.P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class, Dugan felt that
the mutinies were part of a larger revolutionary movement of the time. He argued that
“The English people were agitated, angry and disobedient.”>8 While accepting the material
causes of the mutinies, Dugan saw political action supporting the seamen’s “strike”.
Outside agitators such as members of the London Corresponding Society, revolutionary
Irishmen, and quota-men promoted ideas inspired by the American and French revolutions
that transformed the seamen’s strike into a democratic revolution against the tyranny of

the Pitt government.5% Dugan attempted to extend Thompson’s thesis that the political

56Manwaring and Dobree, The Floating Republic, 91.
571bid., 101-105, 248-249. Manwaring and Dobree dismiss any republican revolutionaries:
“Such individuals probably bore the same relation to the Leaders as communists to-day

bear towards the official Labour Party - that of an irritant impelling in the opposite
direction.” (249).

58James Dugan, The Great Mutiny (New York: Signet Books, 1965), 37.

59bid., 37-38, 64-65, 69, 77, 92, 96, 106, 426, 432-433, 463.
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unrest of the 1790s existed because of the “conjunction between the grievances of the
majority and the aspirations articulated by the politically-conscious minority.”5? Accepting
a material root in the mutiny, Dugan espoused a sympathetic view of the mutineers. He
also added a political dimension, one that had originated from the revolutionary section of
English society and not from within the fleet.

None of these interpretations have adequately answered the question of how the
Spithead Mutiny could appear to be an orderly mutiny driven by the eighteenth-century
traditions typical of naval mutinies and the patrician-plebeian society while the Nore
Mutiny was seemingly unfocused on any material demands and politicized to the point of
becoming revolutionary. Between the two mutinies, there existed strong elements of both
demands for material redress and political ideology. Substantial evidence exists to support
both causal factors, and taken together they produce a picture of the mutinous seamen
best described as schizophrenic; at times ardently loyalist strikers, while in other times
revolutionaries demanding greater levels of political and social equality. No work to date
has satisfactorily explained how two mutinies of different motives and actions could have
been executed by the same seamen.

Other historians have recently called for a revised look at the mutinies of 1797.
They feel that it is "a matter of speculation whether politics was a major factor during the
great mutinies of 1797 though some historians think this is the case, the mutinies lack a
modern, authoritative history."6! Another has argued that there is no definite proof that
the seamen of 1797 were more politicized than those of the Seven Years’ War, suggesting

60Dugan, The Great Mutiny , 463.

61 john B. Hattendorf, A.W.H. Pearsall, N.A.M. Rodger, and Geoffrey Till, eds., British
Naval Documents 1204-1960 (Aldershot, Hants, England: Scolar Press, 1993), 513.
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that below the decks of the Royal Navy there had been little change in fifty years.52 These
scholars understand the need for further research into the 1797 mutinies as no previous
examination has been fully able to explain the differences in the actions of the seamen
during the two mutinies.

An understanding of the mutinies will also provide us with greater insight into how
the British Royal Navy transformed itself from what one scholar has defined as an
“essentially ‘eighteenth century’” navy to a “modern navy.”%3 The mutinies of 1797 seem
to mark the start of a transitional period in the nature of the Royal Navy during the late
eighteenth and early ninetieth centuries. As one scholar has argued, the years between the
late 1790s and the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805 were a period of great crisis in the Royal
Navy.% To some extent the understanding of this larger maritime event can shed some

light on the Britain’s contemporary land-based society as well.

62 N.A.M. Rodger, The Wooden World: An Anatomy of the Georgian Navy (London:
William Collins Sons & Co. Ltd., 1986), 346. Rodger’s comments are a call for other

historians to provide a revised look at the Royal Navy during the Napoleonic wars as he
has done for the Seven Years' War period.

63Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 17.

64Brian Lavery, ed., Shipboard Life and Organization 1731-1815 (Aldershot: Ashgates
Publishing Limited for the Navy Records Society, 1998), xiii-xiv. Lavery believes that the
“relatively ordered world of the Seven Years’ War, as described by N.A.M. Rodger in his
well-known Wooden World, was certainly changing by the end of the War of American
Independence, and by the late 1790s there is no doubt that the navy was facing a great
crisis of morale, even in the years when it fought and won its greatest battles. After
Trafalgar there are signs that the crisis was over and that a more benign discipline could
return to the fleet.”
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Theoretical Premises

The linkage of British maritime history to the larger history of British society, has
until recently been largely unsuccessful. Until the last quarter of the twentieth century,
most scholars understood naval history as a branch of military rather than maritime
history. Also writers in the field, who often had no professional training, diminished the
reputation of naval history as a real subject of inquiry.5> Only a decade ago, many of the
participants in the first Naval War College conference “agreed that much of the work that
was being published in the field was both relatively unsophisticated and outdated in
approach, particularly when contrasted to the best work on other themes in current
historical research.” The participants at the second conference decided to “do something
positive about it”% One of the participants has called for a greater integration of maritime
history within history in general and the use of “different and complementary methods,
levels, and approaches.”’

The first demand, for greater integration of maritime history into the main-stream
of historical understanding, has begun to gain adherents. Scholars have argued that naval
history is not “something separate from life on shore.”68 Rather than a separate sphere of

existence, these scholars have seen life at sea as resembling British society ashore.9? One

65N.A.M. Rodger, “Considerations on Writing A General Naval History,” in Doing Naval

History: Essays Toward Improvement, John B. Hattendorf, ed. (Newport, Rhode Island:
Naval War College Press, 1995), 117-118.

66john B. Hattendorf, “Introduction,” in Hattendorf, Doing Naval History: Essays
Toward Improvement, 1-2. The first conference was in 1993.

67Ibid., 7.

68Roger Morriss, by \ e v i oo . .
Cockburn 1772-1853 (Exeter The Umversnty of Exeter Press, 1997) Xi-Xii.

%9Rodger, The Wooden World, 346.
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has pointed out that shipboard social relations were not created in isolation, but they were
products of men, and bore the imprint of the society that produced these men.”® By
rejecting the view of an isolated “wooden world” that created itself independently,
scholars can begin the task of understanding the links between the maritime world and the
culture ashore. Through this link we can now understand the maritime world as part of the
larger culture, and not the unique civilization that others have portrayed it.”!

Implicit in almost every previous examination of the mutinies of 1797 and life in
the Royal Navy during the 1790s in general has been the interpretation of the seamen as a
united working class body. This assumption has been drawn from the larger historical
debate concerning the nature of the working class in late eighteenth-century Britain. The
great debate in its most general form questions the nature of class and the presence of
working-class consciousness in the late eighteenth century. Scholars have debated the
roots of class; interpretations of class have been rooted in the material base, cultural
superstructure, or both. Explanations of class in the maritime setting have accepted one of
two premises. The first interpretation argues that class is primarily, if not exclusively,
determined by the material base. The second interpretation defines class as a product of
both the material base and cultural superstructure. Generally absent from scholarly

70Laura Tabili, "A Maritime Race: Masculinity and the Racial Division of Labor in British
Merchant Ships, 1900-1939," in Iron Men, Wooden Women: Gender and Seafaring in the

Atlantic World, 1700-1920, Margaret S. Creighton and Lisa Norling, eds. (Baltimore: The
John Hopkins University Press, 1996), 171.

71 recent work has attempted to examine conflict in the French Navy from 1789 to 1794
as “a microcosm of the Revolution throughout France.” William S. Cormack, Revolution

& Political Conflict in the French Navy, 1789-1794 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1995), 16-17.
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examinations of the late eighteenth century British Royal Navy have been the “linguistic”
interpretation that argued that class was determined largely through the cuitural
superstructure.’?

Within maritime history, Marcus Rediker and Peter Linebaugh have supported the
materialist or Marxist interpretation. In Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea,
Rediker argued for the primacy of the material base in determining class. Accordingly, the
unique and distinct characteristics of maritime life as well as the seamen’s subordinate
position in the means of production created among them the belief in class unity and
inclusiveness. Rediker defines shipboard class relations between the seamen and their

720ther scholars have argued for the application of the “linguistic turn” interpretation in
studies of the nineteen-century British working class. Rejecting the materialist
interpretation, they argue that class formation is derived not from material experience, but
rather through a “particular language which organizes the understanding of experience”.
This post-modern approach questions most of the premises of previous materialist and
materialist-cultural interpretations of social history. For more on the linguistic turn and the
debate about it see Patrick Joyce, “The Imaginary Discontents of Social History: A Note
of Response to Mayfield and Thorne, and Lawrence and Taylor,” Social History, vol. 18,
no. 1 (January, 1993), 81-85, Patrick Joyce, Visions of the People: Industrial England and

the Question of Class 1840-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), 9, 338,
Gareth Stedman Jones,

Languages of Class: Studies in English Working Class History
1832-1982 (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 101, 179-238, Jon Lawrence
and Miles Taylor, “The Poverty of Protest: Gareth Stedman Jones and the Politics of
Language - a Reply,” Social History, vol. 18, no. 1 (January, 1993), 1-15, David Mayfield
and Susan Thomne, “Social History and Its Discontents: Gareth Stedman Jones and the
Politics of Language,” Social History, vol 17, no. 2 (May, 1992), 165-188, David
Mayfield and Susan Thorne, “Reply to ‘The Poverty of Protest’ and ‘The Imaginary
Discontents’,” Social History, vol. 18, no. 2 (May, 1993), 219-233, Craig Calhoun, The

Question of Class Struggle (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982), vii-xiv,
3-33, Susan Magarey, “That Hoary Old Chestnut, Free Will and Determinism: Culture vs.

Structure, or History vs. Theory in Britain,” Comparative Study of Society and History,
vol. 29 no. 3 (July, 1987), 626-639, Richard Price, “Historiography, Narrative, and the
Nineteenth Century,” Journal of British Studies, 35 (April, 1996), 233-240, and Joan

Wallach Scott, Gender and the Politics of History (New York: Columbia University Press,
1988), 53-67.
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captains, be they merchants or military, as combative. He argues that, “A specifically
maritime occupational consciousness gradually developed toward class consciousness as
seamen began to develop wider patterns of association, sympathy, and identification.” The
seamen, in turn, exported their ideology of class resistance and solidarity throughout out
the Atlantic World, becoming “instrumental and in the formation and extension of plebeian
culture.” For Rediker, material determined class and the seamen’s awareness of their
position in the class hierarchy, thus life at sea remained a contestation of class power.
Rediker argues that the maritime working class were united in their struggle against
capitalist exploitation.”>

Peter Linebaugh has supported Rediker’s belief that the material base defines class,
and that life at sea remained a site of contestation between capitalist employers and ‘the
deep-sea proletariat’. For Linebaugh, the maritime system was the worse example of
capitalist exploitation as employers literally beat workers into submission through their use
of “sadistic” forms of corporal punishment. The unlimited power of the capitalist
employers at sea to control their men through force made many working-class men
consider even prison a superior option to maritime service. Like Rediker, Linebaugh
argues that the seamen, through their great travels, spread the culture of resistance and
reform, notably in their transmitting the ideas of the anti-slavery movement.”® In their
collaborative effort, The Many-Headed Hydra, Linebaugh and Rediker again argued for
the primacy of material in determining class. In their argument, the ship acted as a
particularly intense site of class-based resistance to capitalism and as a place of

T3Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea, 288-298.
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dissemination of class consciousness across inter-continental boundaries.’> In all three
works, Rediker and Linebaugh supported the Marxist interpretation of class as materially
rooted and therefore they have stressed the working-class solidarity of the seamen against
the capitalist system and their importance in spreading class consciousness through out the
Atlantic World.

This work is informed by the second interpretation of class, E.P. Thompson’s
definition of class as both a “social and cultural formation”. While rooted in the material
base of productive relations, class is experienced and defined culturally as a relationship
between groups organized around common interests, social experiences, traditions, and
value systems. Class is neither a structure nor “a thing” but a relationship between two
groups developed through a historical process that changes over. Human rather than
structural agency causes historical change. Thompson argued against purely materialist
definitions when he declared the working class present in the making of their own class.
Thompson, however, saw culture as rooted in material experiences, a theoretical approach
which many of the later linguistic turn theorists attempted to revise.”® This work is
premised on a Thompsonian definition of class which unites both the social-material and
cultural approaches.

This study of maritime working men examines both the material structures created
by class inequity that the seamen struggled against while also exploring their development
of a maritime culture which defined them as workers and their relationship to their
employers. While material realities bound class definitions to some extent, working people

75peter Linebaugh and Marcus Rediker, The Many-Headed Hydra (Boston: Beacon Press,
2000), 149-162.

76Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 9-15, 939.
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exercised their own agency to culturally define themselves and simultaneously contesting
the ruling class’ definitions of them. Greg Dening defined the interplay between material
and cultural as, “We live in a world already made for us but also of our own making.”?” In
other words, the material base does not determine culture but instead determines what
cultural expressions are possible.”8 Sonya Rose has argued, “... what it meant to be a
worker, how those meanings were created through political practices, and the
consequences of that creation for class struggle or relations were not preordained by an
abstract logical of capital accumulation. Rather, both the character of class relations and
the nature of working-class formation were historically contingent.””% Seamen understood
themselves to be more than simply slaves to a maritime capitalist system; instead they
developed a maritime culture that gave meaning to their class position and defined their
perceptions of themselves and their connection to the larger world. Thus, the cultural
component of class both attempts to provide an understanding of historical actors’
class-based situation as well as validating their right to greater material rewards and
power. Class, therefore, is an interaction of material experience and cultural explanations
of what that historically unique material experience means to those who lived it.

Following Thompson’s definition of class as a historically specific phenomenon, it
is necessary to roughly define class as experienced in Britain in the 1790s. According to
Thompson, far from being a one class society, eighteenth-century British society can best

(Cambridge: Cambndge Umversnty Press, 1992),
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be understood as bifurcated between “The rulers and the ruled.” While there existed a
‘middling sort’, late eighteenth-century British society consisted primarily of a small
patrician class which ruled over the majority: the plebs. The plebs’ lack of consistent
self-definition or consciousness makes them the working class only in historical analysis.
While not equals, the patricians and plebs negotiated a relationship that offered the
patricians the protection of their property and social order while forcing them to yield to
the plebs the appearances of paternal support, even if the content of their actions were
more public theater than material. Class control depended upon the patricians’ use of a
negotiated cultural hegemony, supported secondarily by economic and physical power.
While plebeians could challenge patrician failings to live up to their end of the negotiated
social compact, the cultural hegemony naturalized to the plebeians the rule of the
patricians and limited their challenges to the social order.3? Thompson argued that by the
late eighteenth-century, this model of social hegemony seems to have been under great
strain as the relationship moved to the advantage of the patricians at the disadvantage of
the plebs.3! The patricians’ hegemony also came under attack from a counter-hegemony
inspired by the French Revolution which promoted the political equality of all men.
Thompson’s definitions of class and eighteenth-century British social organization are

80Thompson rejects the structuralist interpretations of hegemony that define it as “an
all-embracing domination upon the ruled”. Instead Thompson argues that the patricians’
hegemony imposed “blinkers” on the plebeians which inhibited them from directly
challenging the authority and right to rule of the patricians. See E.P. Thompson, “The
Patricians and the Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in Common, 86-87. For a similar
discussion of the constantly negotiated and contested nature of hegemonic rule see T.J.
Jackson Lears, “The Concept of Cultural Hegemony™.

81Thompson, “The Patricians and the Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in Common, 37-38,
42-48, 56-57, 64-68, 72-75, 83-96.
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crucial in understanding the class background of the mutinies of 1797, however, a fuller
integration of gender can clarify the role class played during the Spithead and Nore
mutinies of 1797.82

In terms of method, gender is a mode of analysis that has not been fully integrated
into the study of maritime culture. The idea of a gendered division in the workplace is
nothing new. Scholarship has shown that in industrial Britain men worked to revise and
strengthen male-female gender divisions in the public workplace for their advantage.33 But
little research has been done to examine the seamen’s definitions of their masculine
identities, and the impact of gendered divisions between men in the shipboard
environment. Most Anglo-American maritime historians have concentrated on issues of
class conflict between the seamen and their officers while ignoring other forms of social
stratification that divided sailors.34 Only recently have other scholars called for the

integration of gender, race, and class into the discussion of maritime culture.8’

82For an example of the integration of gender into the larger debate concerning
workmg-class radlcahsm in late elghteenth and early nmeteenth century Bntam see Anna
Clark, The : X
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ever existed in British ships. Tabili's interpretation is in contrast to Margaret S. Creighton
who feels that the working class background of most sailors formed a class based
masculine fraternity in reaction to the harsh conditions of service on capitalist American
whaling ships, Margaret S. Creighton, "Davy Jones' Locker Room," in Creighton and
Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women, 129-130.
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Joan Scott aptly defined gender as “a primary way of signifying relationships of

power” 86

Gender denotes historically and socially constituted power inequities between
men and women based on cultural constructed notions of sexual difference.37 Just as they
have contested the definition of class, scholars are equally divided in their theoretical
explanations for gender, arguing in support of patriarchal, material, psychoanalytic,
post-structuralist and cultural theories.38 Gender theory in this work is premised upon the
attempts by Sonya Rose to integrate cultural analysis with economic relations. Rose’s
theoretical framework links the material base with the cultural superstructure, much like
Thompson’s definition of class. Similar to the material-cultural definitions of class, Rose
argues that historical actors construct meaning to their experience. Like Thompson’s
definition of class, Rose argues that gendered understandings are historically produced and
not universal. Rose also argues, like Scott, that gender constitutes power relations and
“affects all social structures and social relations.” Finally, Rose contends that while gender
is often construed to illustrate power inequities between men and women, gender can

differentiate between people of the same biological sex.89

1800-1860," in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women, 144 and Tabili, "A
Maritime ,” in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women, 172. Bolster and Tabili
both add the dimensions of race/ethnicity and masculinity to their studies of merchant
sailors.
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Thus, my argument is premised on gender being a culturally constructed and
negotiated system to distinguish power between individuals or groups within a society.
While participants may come to internalize gendered definitions, they were artificially
created and contested through historically specific human agency rather than the product
of a natural or biological forces. This premise argues that gendered definitions change due
to human perceptions of material changes or contestation over time rather than remaining
fixed.% An examination of gender, specifically masculinity, departs from the mainstream
interpretations of gender which posit a male-female binary division. Mirroring the nature
of social organization, gender in late eighteenth-century Britain employed a more flexible
hierarchical understanding of gender which placed the most masculine at the top of the
hierarchy and the least masculine at the bottom. While women tended to be constructed as
less masculine, there was not the modern clear break between masculine and feminine
positions in the hierarchy.®! The primary examination of gender in this work will focus on
how men used gendered forms of power to subordinate other men, even of the same class.

The use of gender in addition to class as tools of inquiry into the mutinies of 1797
provides the key to understanding the mutinies; a lens of understanding that all previous
examinations have missed. Every study to date has paid scant attention to the seamen as
agents of history. Scholars have assumed that nearly all seamen, even the professional
seamen, had few ideas about themselves and the larger world that surrounded them. Most
scholars have seen the working-class seamen as the most base sort of men, only able to

90For a problemitization of fixed understandings of gender, notably biological and

psychoanalytic see Joan Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, 35-41. For an attempt
to integrate psychoanalytic theory into history see Peter Gay, Freud for Historians (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1985).

91Clark, Struggie for the Breeches, 2. Clark argues that by the early nineteenth century,
the new gender ideology of “separate spheres” of men and women had developed.
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understand material need. Scholars were not the first to believe that the seamen were
unable to formulate higher thoughts; they have simply continued to support class-based
biases that extended back to 1797 and beyond. In 1797, The Annual Register defined the
average seamen as “thoughtless, and inattentive to what concerns his own happiness”, and
not as men who formulated political mutinies.>2 Only outside agitators, often portrayed as
being from the middle class, could formulate political thought.?3 The dismissal of
working-class men as agents of history has prevented scholars from understanding the
causes, courses, and divisions in the mutinies of 1797.

By recasting the seamen as men capable of historical agency a new picture
emerges. Rather than passive participants in history who were led by more educated
agitators, the seamen of the Royal Navy of the 1790s become active agents of history.
These were men who could produce a gendered culture that defended their rights in
society and provided them with a system that defined them as men worthy of material
reward. While material demands are a basic motivation throughout the mutiny saga, the
most important element in the seamen’s actions were their understandings of themselves
as men, and what they expected in return for meeting the demands of their masculine
ideals.

Thesis
Placing the focus on the seamen as historical agents illustrates that like their navy,
their country, and the world of western Europe in general, the seamen also faced a
potential period of transition. One element clung to the past while another sought to

92«The History of Europe”, The Annual Register, 220-221.

93Gill, The Naval Mutinies of 1797, 310-311, 317.



49

advance to a new social order. The seamen were not a horizontal fraternity, but two
factions united at times by their class-oriented material demands, and divided at others by
their gendered self-identity. One section of the seamen desperately tried to preserve older
prerogatives of masculinity based on maritime skill, bravery in battle, and loyalty to the
crown while a smaller, but growing, number of seamen renounced the old system for a
new one based on the concept of political equality. While the seamen struggled with their
political and social leaders above deck for redress of their economic grievances, below
deck they fought an inter-class civil war about how to achieve their goals, and in
consequence, what it meant to be a man. These were men participating in the making of
their class.%4

In my approach to these questions I realized that a narrative retelling of the events
would yet again fail to provide an adequate explanation of the action of the seamen and
the divergent courses of the two mutinies. As the seamen themselves held the key to their
actions, an examination of their nautical world and its social and cultural structures would
solve the puzzle of their actions. First, the class and skill hierarchies that defined the men
aboard the ships of the Royal Navy provide an understanding of how the maritime
“communities” produced inequality rather than equality, even among men of the same
classes. Secondly, the seamen’s grievances were rooted in the patrician-plebeian bargain
from their land-based culture, in which the patricians promised to meet their plebeian’s
material needs in return for plebeian support of the social hierarchy. Third, and most
important, was the impact of gender among the seamen. Building upon the maritime
hierarchy of skill, seamen created a masculine culture that defined them as men worthy of
cultural and material reward from the patrician rulers. When it appeared that the patrician

94Thompson, The Making of the English Working , 9-15.
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rulers were failing to live up to their end of the social contract, a new masculine order
developed among a minority of the seamen; one that instead promoted the political and
social equality of all men and would use revolution to achieve it. Finally, overlooked by
every examination of the mutinies has been the role of punishment in creating conflict
between the seamen and some, but not all, of their officers, as well as the gender-based
power available to captains through the public and emasculating methods of punishment.
Each of my reassessments of the larger maritime culture has either revised older
interpretations, or in the case of the use of gender as a tool of analysis, has added to our
understanding not only of the British Royal Navy but also the Atlantic maritime
community as well. By looking at the broader structure of the maritime life itself, the deep
cultural roots of the seamen’s actions in the mutinies became apparent.

While accepting the class divisions between the seamen and their officers, in
Chapter 1, I challenge the interpretation of scholars such as Marcus Rediker who argue
that amongst the seamen in the Atlantic World there existed a sense of inter-class
equality.95 While the entire company of a ship lived in a nautical micro-community,
equality remained absent for most of that community. The first division among a ship’s
company was class, which was denoted by the rank structure of the Royal Navy. Differing
levels of authority and material reward divided upper and middle-class commissioned
officers and the senior warrant officers from their working-class seamen. Contrary to the
belief by some scholars, that class acted as a unifier, my research has shown that among

the working-class seamen, differing levels of skill acted to create divisions among them.%

95For examples see Rediker, Between the Devil and the Deep Blue Sea , 288-298 and
Creighton, “Davy Jones’ Locker Room,” in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden
Women, 129-130.
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The seamen found themselves divided by two mutually supporting skill-based hierarchies.
The first depended upon a seaman’s individual skill and was formally designated through
his rating of able seaman, ordinary seaman, or landsman. In addition, work within the
crews was divided into labor units known as watches. Not all watches were considered
equal in skill; men of the most skilled watch, those who worked the sails, were considered
by their peers and officers as the most skilled seaman of all. While men constructed
“peculiar” laws to help them survive at sea, they never escaped the hierarchical visions of
society that all members of the maritime community had previously experienced on shore.
The hierarchies that the seamen brought with them from home, and their interpretations of
skill developed at sea, shaped their understandings of the world around them, ultimately
limiting and guiding their actions and the outcomes of the mutinies of 1797.

In Chapter 2, | examine the material roots of the demands most seamen held.
Unlike previous examinations that have interpreted the seamen’s actions as mirroring
modern working-class labor activity, I have found it more useful to explain the class
relations of the seamen and their officers by using E.P. Thompson’s patrician-plebeian
model of eighteenth-century British society. Far from being a one class society,
eighteenth-century British society can best be understood as divided between a small
patrician ruling class and the plebeian majority the plebs. While not equals, the patricians
and plebs negotiated a relationship that offered the patricians the protection of their
property and social order while forcing them to yield to the plebs the appearances of
paternal support, even if the content of their actions were more public theater than
material. By the late eighteenth-century, this model of social hegemony seems to have

Women, 129-130.
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been under great strain as the relationship moved to the advantage of the patricians at the
disadvantage of the plebs.%7

This uneasy equilibrium operated at sea as well in the seamen’s belief in a maritime
version of the patrician-plebeian social compact. While accepting as inescapable some
negative aspects of life at sea, most of the men involved in the mutinies of 1797 harbored
material grievances that included low pay, inequality of bounties, scale and in some cases
specific types of food, and deficiencies in medical treatment, as well as the less material
but equally class-based complaints regarding the absence of shore leave. In the seamen’s
understanding of their reciprocal relationship with their patrician officers, the officers had
moral obligations to meet some of these material needs and to demonstrate their support
of the plebeian seamen through the public theater of symbolic gestures, in return for the
seamen’s support of the hierarchical society they lived in both ashore and at sea. Rather
than actually expecting the patricians to meet finite material demands, the seamen wanted
a public demonstration by the patricians, through some minor material rewards, of their
worth as men and their service to British society.

In Chapters 3 and 4, I explore the impact of gender on the seamen’s self identity,
class solidarity, and actions in the mutinies. Unlike previous scholarship which has ignored
gender as a mode of interpretation, my scholarship shows the power of gender analysis to
unlock the divisions among the seamen, and has procduced a major revision in our

understanding of the seamen’s class solidarity. Instead of viewing the seamen as a unified

97Thompson, “The Patricians and the Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in Commeon, 37-38,
42-48, 56-57, 64-68, 72-75, 83-96. In most instances, the middle class or “middling sort”
played a small role in the mutinies due to their limited role in the navy as the element that
neither ruled nor was ruled was concentrated in the artisan section of the warrant officers,
small in number and often neutral in the conflict.
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body, they are best understood as united by a rudimentary class understanding based on
material grievances, but at the same time divided by two versions of masculinity. One
section of seamen, the largest in number, clung to the eighteenth century plebeian maritime
masculine identity which was based on maritime skill, bravery in battle, and loyalty to the
monarch; all designed to gain material reward from their patrician rulers. The second
section of the seamen, smaller but growing in numbers, could not escape the notion of the
related nature of skill and masculinity, but rejected the earlier masculine definition of
nationalism and subordination of men in the social hierarchy in exchange for one that
promoted the enlightened republican rejection of class privilege and affirmed the political
equality of all men; thus rejecting the patrician-plebeian social contract of the eighteenth
century. When the military and social order of the navy collapsed during the mutinies,
these two versions of manhood came into conflict.

Despite their differences regarding manhood and class subordination, both visions
of manhood supported the skill based hierarchy that created boundaries of power among
the seamen,; the radicals called for the political equality but not a universal equality of all
men. The experienced seamen had created their own profession-specific masculine identity
based primarily on maritime skills. Within the ranks of seamen there was a gendered
division between the "tars", the skilled sailors, and the "lubbers", men without experience
at sea who had recently joined the Royal Navy.?8 The lubbers found themselves in a
wooden world where their land-based skills and experiences meant very little to the
professional seamen who dominated the enlisted ranks of the Royal Navy. Due to the

98A contemporary marine dictionary defined lubber as “Lubber, a contemptuous name
gwenbysallorsto those who know notthedutyofaseaman. See J.J. Moore,Ih:_B[itish

J Cundre 1801) “Lubber”
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hierarchy of masculinity that established unofficial sources of power among the seamen in
the Royal Navy, an unskilled landsman would have no referent power nor influence with
the seamen. He would be an outsider until he had mastered the ways of the nautical world.
The two years between the establishment of the quota system in 1795, which brought
large numbers of landsmen into the Royal Navy, and the mutinies in 1797 would not have
provided sufficient time for most inexperienced landsmen to gain the maritime skills
necessary for acceptance as leaders by the skilled seamen.

Unlike previous interpretations that have posited that the leaders of the mutinies
were landsmen new to the navy, an examination of the leaders of both mutinies shows that
they were the professional seamen, those who had the skills necessary to command respect
among their seamen peers. Republican ideas about masculinity and manhood may have
initially come from outside the navy, but the promoters and leaders of this vision were
experienced seamen, not disgruntled revolutionary landsmen. While disagreeing about the
meaning of nautical manhood and the methods to gain redress, both factions were led by
experienced seamen because of the seamen’s belief that only those who had demonstrated
their masculine superiority had the right to lead. By returning agency to the seamen, their
actions when viewed through a gender analysis demonstrate that the mutinies of 1797
were the work of the seamen, not outside agitators as many scholars have argued.

In Chapter 5, I examine the previously neglected role of punishment in the Royal
Navy as a source of potential class conflict. Through an extensive examination of over
2,300 floggings recorded in ships’ logs, I have been able to revise the view that
punishment was, as many scholars have posited, considered excessive by the seamen. The
evidence shows that seamen were willing to accept some punishment, but only within
certain levels. Captains who had previously violated the unofficially accepted norms of
punishment were far more prone to be removed from their ship during the mutinies by



55

both factions of seamen. Previous interpretations of the mutinies have argued that the
expulsion of captains from their ships was due to crews’ radicalism. My research has
challenged this notion and found that captains removed by their ships’ companies had, in
almost every case, violated customary levels of punishment which were part of the
patrician-plebeian contract. A captain’s removal signaled an abusive and tyrannical
captain, not a revolutionary crew.

Punishment was not only the physical experience of being lashed, it also worked to
define masculine power. Captains were well aware of this and kept flogging a public event
as the act both emphasized a captain’s power as the one ordering the punishment while
reducing the transgressing seaman’s power within his gendered hierarchy. Flogging and
other punishments publicly subordinated and figuratively emasculated the offender. The
seamen understood well this public display of masculine domination and subordination.
After taking control of their ships during the Nore Mutiny, revolutionary seamen
humiliated several of their petty officers and marine sergeants through public and
degrading forms of punishment, which degraded the class and gendered power of those
punished. The mutineers’ actions also demonstrated to their commissioned officers what
could happen to them if their revolutionary demands were not met. Rather than simply a
factor unrelated to the mutinies, punishment emerges as a key factor in unraveling some of
the actions of the seamen previously inexplicable to scholars. Here again, the use of
gender analysis can provide us with an insight that no previous examination has
uncovered.

With these new understandings of maritime culture and the below deck struggle to
define the seamen’s masculine identities, the mutinies of 1797 emerge as the work of the
seamen rather than outside agitators as most scholars have believed. Official letters and

reports made by officers, seamen’s accounts, the papers of the mutineers, ships’ muster
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books, and ships’ logs held at the Public Record Office, The British Library, and National
Maritime Museum in London and the Scottish United Services Museum in Edinburgh,
render it apparent that the two mutinies were dominated by differing factions of seamen.
The Spithead mutiny, with its limited demands and general absence of violence, was led by
seamen leaders whose goals remained within the terms of the patrician-plebeian compact.
They sought a redress of their material grievances and some public recognition by their
patrician leaders of their worth as men and as members of British society. In contrast, the
mutiny at the Nore was led by seamen who promoted their republican version of
masculinity in which class hierarchies, but not skill hierarchies, would be abolished by
overthrowing the patricians and making all men equal citizens. Taking advantage of the
chaos produced by the earlier Spithead Mutiny, these seamen attempted to turn their
mutiny into a political revolution, one that would force the republican ideal of political
equality on Britain.

Chapters 6 and 7, examine in detail how these elements played out in the Spithead
Mutiny. On April 15, 1797, Lord Bridport ordered the Channel Fleet at the Spithead
anchorage, near Portsmouth, to put to sea. The crews of sixteen ships refused. By sunset
of that day, almost ten thousand seamen were in a state of mutiny. This mutiny was not a
spontaneous action. The seamen leaders, those high on the hierarchy of skill and
supporting the plebeian maritime masculinity, had been covertly planning this mutiny since
their first petitions, sent in February, 1797 to Admiral Howe, their nominal commander,
had been ignored. Following the traditions of plebeian protest, the actions of the mutineers
were peaceful and without acts of class-based violence.?® Officers were left in command,
but the men refused to accept any order to sail from Portsmouth. The men’s demands

9For a description of plebeian protests ashore see E.P. Thompson, “Rough Music,” in
Thompson, Customs in Common, 467-538.
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were that the government should redress their material grievances. Acknowledging the
merit of these demands and their consistency with the patrician-plebeian social contract,
the British government moved to grant them and the mutiny seemed to subside.

As the wheels of Parliament slowly turned to pass laws necessary to make the
statutory changes, the seamen became enraged by newspaper reports that government
reforms to meet their demands would be blocked in the House of Lords. On May 7, the
seamen of the Channel Fleet, still located at the Spithead anchorage, mutinied again. They
were joined by an additional eighteen ships and over three and a half thousand seamen.
Tensions between the seamen and the government increased after an incident of bloodshed
between many of the ship’s company of the London and Vice-Admiral Colpoys. In the
exchange of gunfire between the seamen and their officers, six scamen were wounded and
one was killed. At this point, the failure to gain redress and the violence by the officers of
the London against their men allowed the revolutionary seamen within the Channel Fleet
to gain in influence among their mutinous peers and to challenge the leadership of plebeian
seamen leaders. Those who supported the existing social contract, both the plebeian
seamen leaders and the government, worked quickly to contain those seamen who
promoted their revolutionary vision. The government forced Admiral Howe to return to
Portsmouth. After a day of discussion with the mutineer delegates, Howe and the
seamen’s plebeian leaders worked out a compromise in which the seamen would accept
modest material gains in return for a public demonstration of the patricians’ recognition of
the seamen’s worth as men and members of British society. After 30 days, the Spithead
mutiny ended on May 15, 1797.

Chapters 8 and 9 examine the more politicized mutiny among the seamen at the
Nore Anchorage. As the Spithead Mutiny ended, the Nore Mutiny started down a very
different course. Rather than a planned affair as the Spithead Mutiny had been, the Nore
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Mutiny began on May 12, 1797 as a spontaneous eruption by seamen in the North Sea
Fleet who feared that the material gains made by the Spithead mutineers would not apply
to them. To be sure they would be included in the new gains, the crews of Admiral
Duncan’s fleet off of the coast of Holland deserted him one by one and returned to the
Nore Anchorage. By early June, thirty-three ships with over 10,000 men were in a state of
mutiny at or near the mouth of the Thames. Experienced seamen who favored the new
revolutionary masculinity took advantage of the chaos to gain control of their crews, and
to force other ships’ companies to join the mutiny. The revolutionary seamen leaders kept
the mutiny going by deceit and the threat of violence. Unlike their passive actions during
the Spithead Mutiny, the government responded with the threat of force by marshaling
land-based forces on shore and planning for the use of the Channel Fleet from Spithead
against their revolutionary peers at the Nore.

The situation fell into a standoff as neither the government nor the revolutionary
seamen had the resources to make their opponents concede. Fearful that the government
would not yield to them, the revolutionary faction planned a defection of their fleet to
Revolutionary France, Ireland, or America; only to be thwarted by the removal of
navigation markers from the Thames River by civilian forces loyal to the government. The
revolutionary mutineers were hemmed in with no seaborne escape possible. Once the
patrician rulers had granted their material demands, the plebeian seamen rejected the
uncertainty of revolution. The government’s threat of force did not bring the mutiny to an
end; rather the plebeian seamen, whose concept of manhood allowed for mutinies for
material redress but not for revolution or desertion to the enemy, executed a
counter-revolution on the mutinous ships. A civil war erupted amongst the mutinous
seamen at the Nore in which the seamen favoring the plebeian masculinity retook control

of their ships and defected from the revolution. As the number of crews in a state of
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mutiny evaporated, the mutiny collapsed. The revolutionary leaders of the Nore Mutiny
either attempted to escape, or awaited their likely fate of the gallows. Despite the arrest of
nearly four hundred seamen for mutiny, the government, intent on regaining the plebeian
seamen’s support invoked the patrician’s power of mercy, executing only thirty-three
seamen.

As [ conclude, the collapse of the Nore Mutiny marked the end of large-scale naval
mutiny in the British Royal Navy during the wars against Revolutionary and Napoleonic
France. The collapse also marked a victory for the plebeian seamen’s vision of masculine
authority. The seamen struggled not only against their patrician rulers but amongst
themselves; divided along the lines of masculinity each envisioned by it supporters to
provide them with the most effective method of gaining redress for their class-based
grievances. The plebeian seamen believed that their voluntary class subordination would
force their patrician rulers to live up to their moral obligations, while the radicals had
given up that hope and sought to establish a system of political equality in which they
could determine the material allocations in society. Most seamen understood that the
mutiny at Spithead, executed within the confines of the old social compact, had made real
gains for them while the revolutionary mutiny at the Nore had resulted only in defeat.
While revolutionary seamen fruitlessly continued to promote their new understanding of
masculinity and revolution in single ship mutinies for the next few years, there would be
no immediate transition in the masculine identity of the seamen of the Royal Navy. Their
emphasis would remain on maritime skill, bravery in battle, and nationalist loyalty. These
traits aided the British Navy in the defeat of its enemies, and established its control over
the seas for the next one hundred years. For the revolutionaries, their dreams of political
and social equality would have to wait till the late nineteenth-century voting reforms that
gave them the right to participate as political equals.
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CHAPTER 1

“Each Task Has Its Man, and Each Man His Place”

The Hierarchical Organization of a Ship’s Company

[ntroduction

After the great victories of the Royal Navy during the wars against Revolutionary
and Napoleonic France, the Victorians created the social myth that the Royal Navy
represented all that was good and British. These masculine moralizers imagined the sea as
a feminine entity. They described it through gendered definitions as chaotic and
unpredictable. In contrast, they constructed the Royal Navy as a masculine force; one that
opposed and remained unconquered by the sea. The ship and its crew became the symbolic
vision of masculine social order.! While the reality of conditions in the Royal Navy would
shatter the Victorians’ romanticized visions; they were correct in their understanding of
the importance of order and organization on ships during the age of sail.2

Samuel Leech, a seaman during the Napoleonic era, noted the importance of
organization with the wooden walls of his nautical homes. Leech described the

omnipresent sense of order in nautical life,

A vessel of war contains a little community of human beings, isolated, for
the time being, from the rest of mankind. This community is governed by
laws peculiar to itself; it is arranged and divided in a manner suitable to its
circumstances. Hence, when its members first come together, each one is

|Cynthia Fansler Behrman, Victorian Myths of the Sea (Athens, Ohio: Ohio University
Press, 1977), 11, 15, 18.

2For an example of an early twentieth century view that mirrored the Victorian ideals see
Yexley, Our Fighting Men, 51. Yexley described the seamen of the Napoleonic era as “the
flower of the nation’s manhood.”
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assigned his respective station and duty. For every task, from getting up the
anchor to unbending the sails, aloft and below, at the mess-tub or in the
hammock, each task has its man, and each man his place. A ship contains a
set of human machinery, in which every man is a wheel, a band, or a crank,
all moving with wonderful regularity and precision to the will of its
machinist --- the all-powerful captain.3

As Leech’s description points out, the required synchronization of labor on ships made
personnel organization a crucial task. The maritime workplace operated as a collective
entity in contrast to the customary form of labor, work by task.4 Unlike the army’s
minimal specialization of labor, the nature of nautical operations required the navy to
employ an elaborate division of labor by rank, skill, and units of collective labor; all of
which denoted unequal levels of official and unofficial power among the ships’ companies.
Despite the interpretation that sees the seamen as egalitarian within their own
class, the evidence supports a much different view. While the seamen of the Royal Navy
found in unity in their class-based material grievances, they were in turn divided by
gendered notions of inequality that drew upon the hierarchical world that surrounded them
in their maritime experience. The maritime environment did not created a unique culture,
one free from the inequalities found ashore, rather, the social organization, developed and
contested by both the seamen and their officers, at sea drew upon the hierarchical
structure found in British society in general, and adapted the multi-tiered system of power
to meet the specific needs of their profession. The hierarchical nature of eighteen-century
society promoted gradients of power. While there were those who ruled and those who

Navies (Boston: Tappan and Dennet, 1843), 39-40.

4For a description of the contemporary understandings of work as task rather than time
based in early industrial England see E.P. Thompson, “Time, Work-Discipline and
Industrial Capitalism,” in Thompson Customs in Common, 352-403.
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were ruled, within their class, seamen possessed varying levels of power based on their
individual level of skill. As Chapters 3 and 4 will argue, that in addition to class, the
seamen defined skill as delineating informal power. A concept which informed a significant
part of their gendered understanding of themselves as men. Maritime definitions of skill,
both individually and of collectively through the ship’s labor units, produced power
inequities among the seamen, hence acting to create a sense of inequality within the
plebeians that co-existed with their more unified material-based class struggle against their
patrician rulers. While there existed a brotherhood of the forecastle, not aill men in that
brotherhood were equal.

A ship in the age of sail was more than a wooden structure filled with men. Order,
rather than chaos, ruled the ships of the Royal Navy in the late eighteenth century. Naval
architects worked to maximize ships’ capacity in an attempt to produce a vessel suited for
both seamanship and combat power.5 The ships, however, were only one part of the
reason for naval success; equally important were the ships’ companies. Organizing
hundreds of men in ships generally no longer than two hundred feet became a complex
task for the Royal Navy in general, and more specifically for the captains who directly
commanded Britain’s ships and vessels. At all levels, the leaders of the Royal Navy
succeeded in organizing their ships’ companies through minute divisions of labor almost
unknown in civilian society and far greater than necessary in the army. Only through such
careful use of both skilled and unskilled labor could the leaders of the Royal Navy
maintain the effectiveness of nearly one hundred and fifteen thousand seamen and marines

on almost six hundred ships and vessels.® Like the harnessing of the potential power of a

SLavery, Nelson’s Navy, 35.

SCorbett, Private Papers of George, Second Earl Spencer, vol. If, 16-19. On December
31, 1794 there were 385 ships and vessels in the Royal Navy authorized to carry 95,854
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factory and its workforce, a ship also required a nearly unparalleled level of organization
through class and skill-based divisions of labor to function effectively.

The hundreds of men on every British ship were organized along divisions based
on class and skill which transformed the “little community” to a hierarchical structure of
inequality. The first division came from ashore. The navy divided men by class through
nautical ranks which generally mirrored the class divisions experienced ashore. Secondly,
divisions by skill existed within each of the major class divisions. For example, the officers
formally rated the seamen by their individual levels of maritime skill. Finally, the crew of a
ship experienced a division by workstation. While the seamen divided themselves into
informal groups known as messes, their captains divided them into labor units of differing
skill abilities. The divisions by class and individual skill produced complementary
hierarchies within the ship’s company that reduced the overall sense of equality among the
company of a ship.

Divisions by class and skill acted to produce what one scholar has defined as
“boundary maintenance”. These boundaries defined power among the members of a ship’s
company by delineating “privileges, perquisites, and punishments”.” The official hierarchy
of rank marked the boundaries of class, primarily between the upper and middle-class
commissioned officers and their working-class seamen. The seamen and their officers
experienced daily the unequal division of power between classes in the maritime

men but actually they borne only 81,069 men. By 1797, the navy had 587 ships and the
number of seamen and marines authorized had risen to 120,000 but as in 1794, the actual
number mustered was less, only 114,603. See Clowes, The Royal Navy, vol. IV, 153 and
King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 11.

TW. Jeffrey Bolster, Black Jacks, A en i
(Cambridge, Mass.. Harvard Umversny Press, 1997), 75 79.




community. While some scholars have attempted to portray the seamen as united in
opposition to their officers by their common class standing, even among men of the same
class, maritime skill acted to define boundaries of power along the lines of maritime skill,
which produced fissures of inequality. The seamen most skilled at maritime tasks found
themselves most respected by their peers due to their positions atop the shipboard
hierarchy of skill. The most skilled seamen could also demand the greatest material and
cultural rewards available to them within the boundaries of their class. While human
agency would challenge the boundaries which formed the power nexus of the maritime
community, the entrenched nature of maritime culture among the seamen produced
culturally sanctioned power structures and inner-class divisions that were not easily
overcome.

During the Spithead and Nore Mutinies, these hierarchical structures acted to
divide the community of a ship rather than unite it. First the class divisions between the
middle and upper class officers and their generally working-class seamen denoted which
side men would end up on during the mutinies with the seamen demanding redress to their
grievances and their officers working to restore the social order that their power depended
upon. Secondly, and overlooked by scholars, was the division among the seamen based on
their skill and official recognition of it in the form of ranks and ratings. Those with the
highest level of skill became the leaders of the seamen in both major mutinies of 1797. The
Spithead and Nore mutinies were clearly working-class based actions, but within the
working class community of the seamen, not all men were equal. Position in the

hierarchies greatly influenced a man’s ability to influence other seamen.
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The Ship’s Company

Every man in the Royal Navy had a specific rank or rating ranging from the lowest
of Landsman to Admiral of the Fleet. These nautical ranks mirrored the social hierarchy of
class found in land-based British society. The highest ranking yet smallest section of 2
ship’s personnel were the commissioned officers from the upper-middle and upper classes,
who acted as the leaders of the Royal Navy as they likewise did in civilian society. Next in
line of command were the highly skilled specialists known as the warrant officers. Coming
from the lower-middle and upper-working class, the warrant officers’ responsibilities
included skilled artisan work and the direct supervision of the common seamen. Like their
working-class peers in British society, the seamen comprised the bulk of any ship’s
company. The class structure expressed itself at sea through the official navy system of
ranks and ratings. A transplant from civilian society, the class system acted to divide men
rather than unite them.

An assortment of others members rounded out the community and its class-based
rank hierarchy. A small section of boys would be found on all ships divided between those
who would be future officers and the servants. Acting as infantry-at-sea and the captain’s
police force were the marines whose numbers included their own class hierarchy with their
own middle-class commissioned officers and working-class non-commissioned officers
and enlisted marines. Finally a ship’s population included a small number of women who
were generally the wives of the warrant officers. These divisions separated men both by
class in the form of right to command, but also by skill as within each division
(commissioned, warrant, and seamen) the most experienced and skilled men held the
higher positions in their respective rank or rating hierarchies.



The Ship’s Company: The Officers

The sanctioned military and social leaders of the Royal Navy were its
commissioned officers. Ranging from the lowest commissioned rank of lieutenant to the
most senior rank of Admiral of the Fleet, these men generally had been born in England,
and they were almost entirely British. The commissioned officers tended to come from the
upper-middle and upper classes of British society, but since commissions could not be
purchased there were additionally a small number of lower-middle and working class
officers.8 Regardless of original class background, upon reaching the rank of lieutenant,
the lowest commissioned rank, all commissioned officers were considered ‘gentlemen’.’

Each commissioned officer commanded a specific section of the Navy with
lieutenants commanding segments of the ships’ companies known as divisions, captains
commanding individual ships, and the various grades of admirals commanding squadrons

8Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 31, 46, 48, 60-80. Lewis gives as place of birth the
following: English 1004 (66.9%), Scotland 197 (13.2%), Ireland 176 (11.7%). Wales 45
(3%), Other parts of Britain and the Empire 75 (5%), and Foreign born 3 (.2%) out of a
sample of 1,500. Of the three foreign born: one was from Corsica and two were the sons
of emigres from France. Lewis also broke down the officers’ class background as: titled
peers 7.3%, baronets 4.7%, landed gentry 27.4%, professional men 50% (48.2% of these
from navy families), business and commercial men 3.9%, working class 6.7%. Lavery puts
the percentage of werking-class men promoted to the commissioned ranks at the lower
rate of three percent. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 93. This is in contrast to the Army’s
officer corps which in 1792 consisted of only forty-two percent Englishmen, over a
quarter from Scotland. See Glenn A. Steppler, “The British Army of the Eve of War,” in
The Road to Waterloo, Alan J. Guy, ed. (London: Alan Sutton Publishing, Ltd., 1990),
11.

9N.A.M. Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, (London: Her Majesty’s Stationery
Office, Public Record Office Handbooks No. 22, 1988), 18. Rodger argued that reaching

the rank of lieutenant, the lowest rank actually commissioned, did translate into more finite
class status as “Lieutenants were reckoned as gentiemen whatever their actual social

origins.”
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and fleets of ships. !0 Naval officers were required to be conversant enough in all aspects
of the running of a ship to oversee their subordinate specialist warrant and petty officers,
but they did not concentrate their training or work in any one specific aspect of the
operation of the ship.!! Their overall supervisory type of training gave them some level of
skill in almost every area of shipboard operations. To reach the level of lieutenant, aspiring
midshipmen were required to validate their skill through an examination. Unlike the army,
class background alone did not guarantee entry into the commissioned officer corps.!2 In
terms of both official and unofficial power among their ships’ companies, the
commissioned officers benefited from both their higher class backgrounds and their broad
maritime knowledge.

Not officially ranking as officers but generally considered as “gentlemen” were the
midshipmen. Midshipmen were generally officers in training who aspired to be promoted
to the ranks of the commissioned officers. |3 Like their commissioned brethren, most were
English and almost all were British. Despite the popular image of teenage midshipmen,

over half were in their twenties and only roughly a third were teenagers. ' After six years

10Some smaller ships known as “vessels” were commanded by lieutenants as well. For the
intimate details of the various grades of commissioned officers and their duties see Lavery,
Nelson’s Navy, 88-112. Dudley Pope, Life In Nelson’s Navy, (London: Chatham
Publishing, 1997), 61-75, Rodger, The Wooden Worid, 252-327, and Rodger, Naval
Records for Genealogists, 14-20.

!Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 94-95 and Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 61-64.

ed. (London, 1790), 14-15 For details of the exammatnon process see Lavery, Nelson’s
Navy, 88, 93-94 and Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 66-67.

I3Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, 19.

14Ships’ Musters Database. Of the 144 midshipmen in the database, ninety-one (63%)
were born in England, fifteen in Scotland (10%), thirteen in Ireland (9%), four in Wales
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total service at sea the midshipman were eligible to take the lieutenant’s examination, but
not all midshipmen passed their examination for lieutenant, and men in their forties and
fifties remained as midshipmen. !> Many midshipmen did eventually get promoted after
their experience at sea prepared them for commissioned service. The ships’ companies
treated midshipmen as officers, despite their not officially being commissioned officers and
their limited levels of skill. The seaman Leech remarked of midshipmen, “They were
officers; their word was our law”. !¢ In the world of the ship’s company, the power of the
novice midshipmen came from their class background rather than their maritime skills. As
one scholar has argued, the midshipmen suffered a “status anomaly” as they had class
power, but the younger unskilled midshipmen lacked the level of skill possessed by the

more experienced commissioned officers.!”

(3%), 4 from the British Empire (3%), three from America (2%), and one from France
(1%): the place of birth for the other thirteen (9%) is not listed. My Ships’ Musters
Database is built upon the musters of ten ships involved in either the Spithead or Nore
Mutinies: Clyde, Glory, London, Marlborough, Mars, Queen Charlotte, Sandwich, St..
Fiorenzo, Standard, and the Venerable. In total there are 5,527 men (all ranks) from the
ten ships’ musters. This represents a sample of almost twenty-three percent of the men
involved in Spithead and Nore mutinies (from a total of 24,339 men: 14,299 men on the
ships involved in the Spithead Mutinies, 10,040 (excluding the St. Fiorenzo's men which
are counted in the Spithead total) men on the ships involved in the Nore Mutiny, and the
502 from the Venerable, which did mutiny but Admiral Duncan brought them back to
order).

15 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 29-30 and Moore, The British
Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Midshipman”, and Ships’ Musters Database. Of the 144
midshipmen in my data base, there were eight in their forties, two in their fifties, and one
who was 73 (Gibson on the Glory)! Of the other 133 midshipmen in the sample, the ages
of 121 are listed: thirty-eight were between thirteen and nineteen, sixty-six were in their
twenties, and seventeen were in their thirties.

161 ¢ech, Thirty Years From Home, 37 and Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, 13.
17 Arthur N. Gilbert, “Crime as Disorder: Criminality and the Symbolic Universe of the
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The various types of warrant officers followed the commissioned officers in both
rank and prestige. They were known as such because they were “warranted” into their
positions by various administrative bodies within the Royal Navy. To achieve warrant
certification, these men had to pass a series of formal examinations of skill and
knowledge. '8 While these men did have some leadership duties, their specialized maritime
skills remained their most important function. Their land-based peers were the artisan
classes of the lower-middle and upper-working classes. As such they had some class
power, but their greatest source of referent power came from their highly specialized
maritime knowledge and skill.

There were four divisions of rank and corresponding status among the warrant
officers. The most senior and nearly equal in class prestige to the commissioned officers
were the wardroom warrant officers which included the master, surgeon, purser, and

chaplain. !9 Next in rank were the gunroom warrant officers, known as such because they

18th Century British Naval Officer,” in Robert William Love, ed., Changing

Interpretations and New Sources in Naval History (New York: Garland Publishing Inc.,
1980), 117.

18Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, 6. The Admiraity warranted the pursers,
boatswains, carpenters, chaplains, schoolmasters, and masters at Arms. The Navy Board
warranted the masters, the cooks, and the sailmakers; The Ordnance Board warranted the
armourers and gunners; and the Sick and Hurt Board warranted the surgeons and their
mates. All faced some sort of examination with the exception of the pursers, the
boatswains, the cooks, and the masters at arms. See also Moore, The British Mariner’s

Yocabulary, “Warrant-Officer”.

'9Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Master of a Ship of War”, “Purser”,
Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 95-96, 115, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy,
109-110, 136-137. According to Rodger, the surgeon and chaplain were not official
wardroom warrant officers until 1808 (see Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, 22,
30). Lavery argues that by the 1790s the wardroom’s membership consisted of the
lieutenants, the master, the surgeon, the purser, the chaplain, and the marine officers. See
Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 109. By 1808, the masters and surgeons were considered ‘warrant
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dined in the gunroom. They included the master’s mates and the surgeon’s mates. Many of
the gunroom warrant officers could expect in the future to be promoted into the ranks of
the wardroom warrant officers.20 Lower in class and rank prestige, the standing warrant
officers were composed of the boatswain, the carpenter, and the gunner. They acted as a
specialist in charge of the maintenance and operation of a specific part of the ship.2!
Lowest in rank and prestige were the petty officers with warrants who acted as specialists

officers of commissioned rank” and messed in the wardroom. See King, Hattendorf, and
Estes, A Sea of Words, 21.

201 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 92-93, 101. The masters’ mates were generally senior
midshipmen waiting to take their examination for lieutenant for his official promotion. The
surgeons’ mates served as apprentices to quality as surgeons. Like commissioned officers,
the listings for the wardroom warrant officers usually consists only of their name, position,
and when assigned to the ship; the listings for the master’s and surgeons’ mates is more
descriptive, like that of the seamen, and includes information about their age upon entering
the ship and place of birth. The masters’ mates were generally under thirty years old:
twenty-four were twenty to twenty-nine, only three were over thirty, and the ages of four
were unknown out of a total of the thirty-one masters’ mates serving on the ten ships.
Almost entirely British: eighteen were English, four were Scottish, three were Irish, two
were from other areas of the British empire, and four had unlisted origins. The surgeons’
mates had similar ages and nationalities with nine of the eleven known ages being in their
twenties, plus two in their thirties and seven with unlisted ages. Again most were British
with: three from England, two each from Ireland and Scotland, one from Canada, two
from France, and eight either not listed or unknown. Ships’ Musters Database.

2| Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 10, 98, 103, 110, Lavery, Nelson’s
Navy, 102-104, Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 84-86, Rodger, Naval Records for
Genealogists, 6, and Rodger, The Wooden World, 21-23. The Admiralty assigned the
standing warrant officers to a particular ship until either they decommissioned the ship or
promoted the warrant officer to a larger ship. Several mates also aided each of the
standing warrant officers in the execution of their duty. Life in Nelson’s Navy, 84-87,
Rodger, Naval Records for Genealogists, 6, and Rodger, The Wooden World, 21-24.
Rodger lists the purser and cook as standing warrant officers while Lavery lists only the
gunner, carpenter, and boatswain as standing warrant officers. Generally in the ships’
musters, the ship’s clerk omitted the age and place of birth of the standing warrant officers
as they were viewed as middle-class artisans and not part of the “People”.
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in a specific field, but ranked only slightly above the rest of the seamen. The regulations
considered the petty officers with warrants to be seamen rather than part of the leadership
classes. The greatest class division within the crews existed between the standing warrant
officers and the petty officers with warrants. The commissioned officers and wardroom,
gunroom, and standing warrant officers could not be reduced in rank nor punished by the
captain, but a ship’s captain had substantial powers over the petty officers with warrants
and the seamen. These included reducing them in rank and rating as well as flogging them
as punishment. 22

As most of the warrant officers were skilled men but not commissioned leaders
from the ruling classes, they fell into a sort of netherworld between their commissioned
officers from the ruling classes and their working class seamen.23 Like the commissioned
officers from the ruling class, the regulations required warrant officers to be literate as
well as experts in a specific maritime field.24 In contrast to the commissioned officers’
potential for military advancement and the accompanying social promotion, warrant
officers could expect little upward class and rank mobility. Once a man had reached the

22 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 100, 134-138, 199-200, Lavery,
Nelson’s Navy, 104, 135, 139, 205-206, Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 87, Rodger, Naval

Records for Genealogists, 6, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 261. The petty
officers with warrants included the master at arms, the schoolmaster, and several artisan

officers: the caulker, armourers, and the sailmaker. Regarding punishment see Admiralty,
Regulations and Instructions (1790), 46-47. Section is from “Rules of Discipline and
Good Government To Be Observed On Board His Majesty’s Ships of War” Section V
“Not to discharge or punish an Officer, but only suspend him.” Warrant officers that could
be punished by a captain included the master at arms, the cook, and the sailmaker, who
were treated as petty officers.

23Rodger, The Wooden World, 20.
241 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 100.
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ranks of the warrant officers, the Admiralty rarely promoted them to the ranks of the
commissioned officers.>> Advancement to the same position in a bigger ship became their
only career prospect. Because of their lower-middle class background and maritime
positions as specialist supervisors rather than commanding leaders, the warrant officers
acted neither as the ruling classes nor as those ruled. During the mutinies, warrant officers
often found themselves acting as intermediaries between the seamen and their
commissioned officers. Only in a few occasions, did men from the ranks of the warrant

officers engage in mutinous activity.2

The Ship’s Company: The “People”
Below the commissioned and warrant officers were the seamen whom the maritime

community collectively described as “the People”. “The People”, primarily a working-class

25Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 83.

26The most senior man identified as a mutineer was James Grey, the Master of the
Inflexible, who the Admiralty quickly pardoned on July 12, 1797. Three other warrant
officers were also found to be mutineers: William Redfren, a surgeon’s mate on the
Standard, who was convicted of mutiny, William Chapman, the gunner of the Swan who
was later pardoned, and John Redhead the boatswain of the Beauliew who was convicted
of mutiny as well. See Adrmralty Nepean, “Pardon for the Ship’s Company of the
Inflexible” (July 3, 1797), A rs O parding '
ADM 2/1118, PRO, Admiralty, Must:r_Bmk.H.M._Eagl&Ensnn.Shlp(June 1796 to
August 1797), ADM 36/14456, PRO, Admiralty, i
(September 1797 to August 1798), ADM 36/14457, PRO, Admiralty, Captain Lancelot
Skynner, “Log of H.M.S. Beaulieu” (December 27, 1796 to May 28, 1797), Captains”
Logs, ADM 51/1191, PRO, Admiralty, Captain Francis Fayerman, “Log of H.M.S.
Beauliew” (June 16, 1797 to June 15, 1798), Captains’ Logs, ADM 51/1207, PRO,
Admiralty, Captain Fayerman to Vice Admiral Lutwidge (August 9, 1797), Admiralty
In-Letters From the Nore 1797, ADM 1/729, PRO, and J. Burn to Alexander Burn (June

26, 1797) found in A.J. Holland, Buckerler’s Hard: A Rural Shipbuilding Centre
(Emsworth, Hampshire: Kenneth Mason, 1985), 128-129
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labor force, provided the bulk of the manpower in the Royal Navy. Unlike the army, which
had ranks that only denoted position in the command hierarchy, the navy rated scamen
according to skill; the higher naval ratings were awarded for superior levels of maritime
skills.2” The petty officers dominated this officially designated skill-based rank hierarchy,
followed in order by the able seamen and specialists rated as able seamen, the ordinary
seamen, the landsmen, and finally the boys. The experienced seamen translated the
skill-based hierarchy into gender power which allowed them to dominate the proceedings
of both the Spithead and Nore Mutinies. Comprising the vast majority of the crew of any
British ship, these men were the mutineers, the revolutionaries, and the
counter-revolutionaries of 1797.28

The petty officers acted as skilled specialists and/or the direct supervisory
leadership of the Royal Navy. Rising from the ranks of the working-class seamen, the
petty officers did not have warrants.2% The captain or the first lieutenant of his ship rated a

man into his position based on his maritime skills and experience. Equally, the captains

27Seamen were “rated” according to skills and duties. This is different from rank which
implies a level in a command hierarchy. See King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words,
308. The army did not rate enlisted men by skill. The enlisted ranks in an army infantry
battalion went (lowest to highest): private, corporal, sergeant, and sergeant major; the last
three of these ranks denoted levels of leadership and supervisory responsibility. There
were no ratmgs to denote levels of sknll among the pnvates See S.J. Park and G.F.
Nafziger, The : panization 18 815 (Cambridge,
Ontario, Canada: Rafm Co Inc., 1983.), 27-29

28For example, on an average ship of the line, a third rate common 74 gun, there were
only six commissioned officers, sixteen midshipmen, and nineteen warrant officers out of a
complement of 590 men, the other 549 men were either petty officers or seamen. See

Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 136, 328-329.

29The petty officers can be equated with the non-commissioned officers in the British
Army.
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could reduce the petty officers back into the ranks of the seamen as had happened to two
of the seamen on the Venerable who had been reduced from quartergunners back to able
seamen.3? The captain of the Centaur also disrated a boatswain’s mate for being drunk
and unfit for duty.3! The specialist petty officers acted as mates and assistants to their
warrant officer superiors. Due to skill, these men did have some prospect of rising to the
ranks of the warrant officer artisans. Other petty officers held the unofficial supervisory
positions such as the captains of the watches. Because of their positions of direct
supervision and their high levels of nautical skill, some naval officers saw the petty officers
as crucial to controlling the scamen.32 Both factors provided the petty officers with high

levels of influence over their seamen subordinates.3 They had earned their crews’ respect

30 Askew (ship number 349) and Robson (ship number 304) had both been reduced from
quartergunner to able seaman and each lost a shilling a month pay in the process. See
Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S Venerable (May 1796 to April 1797), ADM 36/11648,

PRO, and Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S Venerable (May 1797 to February 1798),
ADM 36/11649, PRO.

31Clarke, Recollections of Service Afloat and Ashore, 83-85.

32Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Coxswain”, “Corporal of a Ship of War”,
“Mate of a Ship of War”, “Quartermaster”, “Quartermaster’s Mate”, “Steward”, and
“Yeoman”, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 129-130, 136-137, and Rodger, The Wooden World,
25-27. The petty officer mates and specialists included the quartermasters and their mates,
the gunner’s mates and quartergunners, the sailmaker’s mates, the boatswain’s mates, the
caulker’s mates, the carpenter’s mates and crew, the ship’s corporal (who assisted the
master at arms), the cook’s mates, the various yeomen. In 1797, the regulations regarded
the position of captain of a watch as an unofficial position held by a highly experienced
and skilled able seamen. These men commanded the seamen of one of the watches of the
ship.

33patton, Observations on Naval Mutiny, 9-11, TUN/212. Patton had suggested that the
Royal Navy increase the pay of the petty officers to encourage them to stay in the King’s
service as well as increasing the number of petty officers on each ship.
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through both the official rank recognition of their skill and their daily demonstration of
such skill. Most of the petty officers were British3, but national origin did not guarantee
loyalty as their working-class backgrounds produced the same class-based grievances that
in 1797 motivated their mutinous seamen subordinates. When mutiny came, the petty
officers felt the same grievances as their seamen and possessed a powerful voice with
which to lead them.

The seamen aboard one of his Majesty’s ships came into the navy from one of four
ways. A minority had been a professional seamen in the navy before the beginning of
hostilities. The majority of the seamen had come into the navy after the start of the war
from one of three methods: they had either volunteered, been involuntarily impressed, or
were lured into the navy through the quota system. Given that the navy had rapidly
expanded after the start of the war in 1793 from 45,000 to 120,000 men by 1797,
probably less than one in three seamen were long term military professionals. 3>

Most men coming into the Royal Navy in 1797 were neither willing nor
experienced seamen. An examination of the supernumerary>® replacement seamen on the
Sandwich guard ship shows that by 1797, by most men new to the navy were not

volunteers. Involuntary entries accounted for eighty-eight percent of the forms of entry

34Muster Data Base, Of the 601 various petty officers among the crews of the ten ships in
the sample, only twenty (or 3.3%) were not British. Of the British element most were
English (369 or 61.4%) followed by the Scots (107 or 17.8%), Irish (48 or 8%), Welsh
(18 or 3.3%), from the British Empire (8 or 1.3%), as well as 31 (5.2%) men with
unidentifiable places of birth.

35Clowes, The Royal Navy, vol. IV, 153.

36A supernumerary seaman was one in excess of a ship’s complement. In the case of the
Sandwich guard ship they were to be replacements for other ships’ companies. See King,
Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 357.



76

among the replacement seamen on the Sandwich; only twelve percent had volunteered.37
The actual percentage of volunteers may have been lower. Pressed men often volunteered
once on board their new ship in order to gain the bounty paid by the navy to new
volunteers.38 The seamen joining in the Royal Navy in 1797 were largely an unwilling
force, and by 1797 probably less than one half of the total body of seamen in the Royal
Navy had willingly joined.3

In terms of experience, only the few pressed seamen among the Sandwich's
supernumeraries possessed much in the way of maritime skill; the others were largely men
unskilled at sea. The small number of volunteers, based on the sample from the Sandwich,

contained a minority of experienced seamen, but most of the recent recruits had no

37 Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S. Sandwich (May to August 1797), ADM 36/11622,
PRO, Admiraity, Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich (January to April 1797), ADM 36/11621,
PRO, and Admiraity, Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich (September to December 1796),
ADM 36/11620, PRO. An examination of the supernumeraries in the ratings of able
seaman, ordinary seaman, landsman, and unrated seamen present on the May 14, 1797
muster shows that of the 550 supernumeraries only 64 (fifty-six volunteers and eight
substitutes) can be considered willing entries; the other 486 (five from prison, 102 pressed
men, and 380 quota men) did not join the navy as volunteers. The total of 550 excludes
174 who had been transferred from other ships, five deserters, four from the army or
militia, three stragglers, one from the hospital, and twenty-nine with unknown origins .

38Dudley Pope, The Devil Himself, the Mutiny of 1800 (London: Alison Press, 1987), 35,
and Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 119. An example of non-volunteers changing their minds

and volunteering happened on the Monmouth in January 1797. Captain Northesk wrote to
the Admiraity to request the volunteer’s bounty be paid to several men he had received
from the Sandwich guard ship. See Admiralty, Captain Northesk, “Letter to Evan

epean” (January 6, 1797), Captains’ Letters N, ADM 1/2226, PRO.

39By 1812, this number was probably even lower. Lewis found that the volunteers were
only twenty-five percent of the total seamen (eight percent boy volunteers and seventeen
percent men volunteers) with the other seventy-five percent being non-volunteers: fifty
percent pressed men, twelve percent quota men, and thirteen percent foreigners. See

Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 135-138.
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experience at sea. Peter Cullen, a naval officer, described the new volunteers as “men of
all classes” and commented that they were “a motley crew”.40 For every volunteer in the
pool of replacement seamen there were two men who had been impressed, involuntarily
forced into the Royal Navy by naval press gangs. The press gangs, who roamed Britain’s
ports, sought the unwilling recruitment of experienced seamen. Despite the popular image
of pressed men being unskilled, by 1797, the gangs appear to have succeeded in finding
skilled man as most of the pressed supernumerary men on the Sandwich were rated as able
seamen.4! However, the vast majority of men coming into the navy in 1797 had little

maritime skill. These were the quota-men who had entered the navy via the lure of

40peter Cullen, “Memoirs of Peter Cullen,” in Five Naval Journals 1789-1817, H.G.
Thursfield, ed., (Navy Records Society, 1951), 63. Of the fifty-six volunteer
supernumeraries on the Sandwich, only nineteen were rated as able seamen with four rated
as ordinary seamen, three were not yet rated, and the vast majority of the volunteers
(thirty) had been rated as landsmen. See Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich , ADM 36/11622,
Muster Book HM.S Sgndwich, ADM 36/11621, and Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich,
ADM 36/11620. Some landsmen volunteers were probably men forced into the navy by
magistrates courts and were not willing volunteers. See Lewis, A Social History of the
Navy, 94. Lavery describes the motives of volunteers as adventure, patriotism, prize
money, loyalty, and bounties. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 123-124.

I Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich, ADM 36/11622, Muster Book HM.S Sandwich, ADM
36/11621, and Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich, ADM 36/11620. Of the 102 pressed
supernumerary men on the Sandwich: seventy-one had been rated as able seamen with
only seven rated as ordinary seamen, nineteen as landsmen, and five not yet rated. Both
individual ships and the navy-wide impressement service pressed men for naval service.
For examples of authorizations to impress men see Admiralty, Lieutenant J.L Smith,
“Logs of H.M.S Leopard” (1794-1976), Logs of the Leopard, Log L.8, NMM and
Secretary William Marsden to Captain John Duckworth (May 1, 1797), Loose Papers
1795-1797, Duckworth Papers (hereafter referred to as DUC) 3, NMM. Despite the
evidence that most pressed men on the Sandwich were skilled seamen, the popular image
persists that the press gangs seem to have taken whom ever they could find, regardless of

skill. See Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 95-116, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy
120-123.
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bounties offered by local governments in Britain. Representing over two-thirds of the
replacement supernumeraries on the Sandwich in 1797, these men were not experienced
seamen, but rather ‘vagrants, tramps, and idlers’.42 Most of the men joining the navy in
1797 had little or no maritims experience and skill and consequently found themselves at
the bottom of the skill hierarchy.

The seamen comprised the vast majority of all ships’ companies; their ruling class
officers were but a small minority of a ship’s total complement. The seamen were divided
by their officers into the three ratings of able seaman, ordinary seaman. and landsman
according to their personal level of nautical skill or land-based skills that could be used at
sea. When new men came onto a ship as a replacements, the ship’s First Lieutenant
interrogated them regarding their maritime experience as well as asking them for the
information required by the muster book: name, age, and place of birth. Charles Reece
Pemberton, a seaman from 1806 to 1814, described the rating of men and the entering of
them into the ships’ muster book: “This course was pursued through the whole crew; then
each was stationed according to the estimate of his seaman like qualities; or, with no such
qualities, as landsmen, struck off for afterguard and waisters.™> Based on each man’s
self-described work history, the officer would then rate him in one of the three grades or
possibly as one of the two lower ranks of boy if younger than eighteen years old. An

92 ewis, A Social History of the Navy, 118. Of the 550 replacement supernumeraries on
the Sandwich, 380 were quotamen. Of these only a small minority had any naval

experience with twenty-two rated as able seamen and fifteen rated as ordinary seamen.
The vast majority, 342 of 380, were rated as landsmen (plus one unrated quota man). See
Muster Book HM.S Sandwich, ADM 36/11622, Muster Book HM.S Sandwich, ADM
36/11621, and Muster Book H.M.S Sandwich, ADM 36/11620.

43Charles Reece Pemberton, The Autobiography of Pel. Verjuice (London: The Scholartis
Press, 1929), 154.



9

exaggeration of one’s skills did not guarantee continued status at a higher rating; captains
who found men wanting in the required skills and abilities of their positions could reduce
them in rating. After being judged fit by the surgeon, the man was entered into ship’s
muster book with the appropriate rating by the ship’s clerk.44 Generally the rating officer
gave men transferring from other ships the same rating they previously held.4> Naval
experts reckoned the safest minimum portion of seamen for the operation of a ship as one
third able seamen to one third ordinary seamen to one third landsmen.6 A man’s rating
served dual functions. It provided an official evaluation of each man’s maritime skills, and,
as the Admiralty provided different levels of material rewards based on skill, it set each
man’s pay scale.47

All involved took the rating of seamen seriously. The failure to rate new men or to

over rate them could place a captain or commander in trouble with both his seamen and

44 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 29-30, Robert Mercer Wilson,
“Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite of 40 Guns, Commanded at Different

Periods by Captains Ogle and Campbell. Commencing July 29, 1805” in Thursfield, Five
Naval, 243-244, Jack Nastyface, "Extracts from Nautical Economy of Forecastle
Recollections of Events during the last war', including a description of the Battle of
Trafalgar," in Henry Baynham, From the Lower Deck, The Old Navy 1780-1840,
(London: Hutchinson & Co., Ltd, 1969), 44, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 129-130.

45 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 51, and Lewis, A Social History of the
Navy, 85-86. The regulations required men to be rated as they had been in their previous
ships.

46Rodger, The Wooden World, 26-27.

47 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 145-149 and Rodger, Wooden World,
125 and Hattendorf, Knight, Pearsall, Rodger, and Till, British Naval Documents, 275.
The lunar monthly pay for the three ratings was: able seaman 24 shillings, ordinary seaman
19 shillings, and landsmen 18 shillings a month. Rodger makes clear that the Admiraity
paid the seamen by lunar months and not by calendar months.
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the Admiralty.*8 In general, to be rated as an able seaman, a man needed a great deal of
experience at sea. A nautical dictionary of the era described them as “one who is not only
able to work, but who is also well acquainted with his duty as a seaman.”¥? The
regulations required a man rated as an able seaman be able to do the duties of an able
seaman as well as having three years experience at sea.%0 Officers rated an ordinary
seaman, a man with some experience at sea who could “make himself useful on board, but
is not an expert or skillful sailor”.>! There seems to have been no time requirement for the
rating of ordinary, only some sort of maritime experience. Officers awarded the lowest

rating, landsman, to men with no maritime experience.32 Once on a ship and rated by the

48The ship’s company of the Minotaur, a ship involved in the Spithead Mutiny, petitioned
the Admiralty over several issues; one of which was the failure of the captain to rate “a
great number” of men who had not been rated according to the rules of the navy. The
angry men complained that “they are not paid according to the rules of the navy.” See
Ship’s Company of the Minotaur to Bridport (April 24, 1797), ADM 1/107 and
Admiralty, Ship’s Company of the Minotaur to the Admiralty (April 19, 1797), Seamen’s
Petitions 1797, ADM 1/5125, PRO. Rear Admiral Orde accused Captain Drury of the
Powerful of rating men before they had the required skills for each rank. See Rear Admiral

John Orde to the Admiralty (May 10, 1797), Port Command Plymouth, Orde Papers
(hereafter known as ORD) 6, NMM.

4Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Able-Bodied Seaman”. See also King,
Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 1995), 69, and Lewis, A Social History of the
Navy, 85-86. An more precise definition described a seaman as one able to ‘hand, reef and

steer’. See John Harland, Seamanship in the Age of Sail (London: Conway Maritime
Press, Ltd., 1984), 17.

30 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 29-30.

51 Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Ordinary Seaman”. King, Hattendorf, and
Estes, A Sea of Words, 270, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 85-86.

52Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Landsman”, King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A
Sea of Words, 226, and Lewis, ASmmlﬂlslmﬁhiNau. 85-86.
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first lieutenant, a seaman could expect some potential for advancement, at least to the rank
of able seaman, but also the potential for reduction in rating should their skills decline.

In theory, a landsman with regular training could advance to ordinary seaman in
one year and after two additional years in that rating advance to able seaman.3 The
opportunity for the training necessary for advancement appears rarely to have been
available to aspiring landsmen and ordinary seamen. George Watson noted that his
captain, R.H.A Bennett of the Fame, trained his crew, including the landsmen, in the
different duties of the ship. Watson saw this as remarkable as “normally the untrained
landsman would get almost no opportunity of going aloft.”> The seamen, especially
landsmen, received little training in anything other than their immediate tasks on the ship
as many naval authorities felt that to become an able seaman one had to start as a boy;
adults were too old to train as seamen.’> While the regulations did call for broader crew
instruction, primary sources rarely support the idea that training was common on most
ships.36 Other than drilling some seamen in the use of muskets and the great guns, official
training programs appear to have been almost non-existent except on ships with
remarkably far-sighted captains.>? Despite the lack of official instructional programs, the

33Rodger, The Wooden World, 26.

54George Watson, “The Adventures of a Greenwich Pensioner,” in Baynham, From the
Lower Deck, 113.

3SLavery, Nelson’s Navy, 124, 137.

56 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 198-199. A rare example of a captain
who called for training of the ordinary seamen and landsmen in the sailing aspects of the
ship was Captain Griffith of the London. See Captain Edward Griffith, Orderbook of the
London, Third Order, Orderbooks (hereafter referred to as OBK) 10, NMM.

57The regulations called for the captain to train seamen in the use of the cannon (“great
guns”) and small arms. The youngest lieutenant was to oversee the small arms instruction.
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actual advancement of some landsmen up the rating structure demonstrates that there
existed some methods of learning the maritime skills necessary for promotion.

The muster books contain examples of captains upgrading their men’s ratings to
more skilled levels after these men had demonstrated their increased level of skill. The
Venerable's ship company contained many men who had risen one or two ratings. After
thirty-two months service, of the twenty-eight landsmen mustered on to that ship in July of
1794: eighteen had been promoted to ordinary seaman, four had made able seaman, and
six remained landsman.58 On the Glory, advancement seems to have been less rapid. Of
the seventy-five landsmen mustered on that ship in November 1795, by April 1797, only
one had reached the rating of able seaman, seventeen had risen to ordinary seaman, and
one had become a steward’s mate; the other fifty-six remained still landsmen.?® Landsmen
on other ships fared no better as of the twenty-one landsmen mustered on the Queen

See Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 30-31, 94. One order book stated
that the ship’s company should be trained in the ship’s cannon and small arms “until they

become expert in the use and management of them agreeable to their several stations in
the Quarter Bill”. The training was only for two days a week and only for one hour each
day. See Captain Edward Chetham, Notebook of Captain Edward Chetham, General
Notebooks (hereafter referred to as GBK) 2, NMM. The order book of the London under
Captain Griffith (who commanded that ship during the Spithead Mutiny) called only for
the top men and boat crews to be trained in the use of small arms. See Griffith, Orderbook
of the London, OBK 10. The number of men trained in the use of small arms per the
regulations was small with only about twenty percent of the seamen trained with them on

average as per the regulations. See Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790),
199-200.

58Muster Book H.M.S Venerable, ADM 36/11649, Muster Book H.M.S Venerable,
ADM 36/11648, and Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S Venerable (October 1795 to April
1796), ADM 36/11647, PRO.

59 Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S Glory (March to November, 1797), ADM 36/11715,

PRO and Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S Glory (June 1796 to February 1797), ADM
36/11714, PRO.
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Charlotte in June 1795, some twenty-two months later only six of their ranks were
promoted to ordinary seaman and only one reached able seaman.% Even on a frigate such
as the St. Fiorenzo, where labor policies had to be more flexible because the crew was
smaller, landsmen fared no better. Of the forty-eight landsmen who mustered onto that
ship in July 1795, by May 1797, twenty-five, over half, were still landsmen while eighteen
had been promoted to ordinary seaman, one to able seaman, one to cooper, one to barber,
one to the carpenter’s crew, and one to swabber.®! While the rates of promotion
experienced by landsmen on various ships differed, the examples suggest that landsmen
needed two to three years’ experience at sea before being raised to ordinary seaman. Few
of the landsmen brought into the Navy in 1794 and 1795 seem to have had much potential
to for reach the rating of able seaman some two or three years later. By the time of the
mutinies in 1797, the men with little maritime experience who had entered the Royal Navy
in the last three years remained concentrated in the ranks of the landsmen and ordinary
seamen. Consequently, the supposedly more radical landsmen would have had neither the
time nor training opportunities to earn the rating of able seaman or enter into the ranks of
the petty officers which as Chapters 3 and 4 will argue were necessary to gain influence

among the seamen’s ship’s company.

60 Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S Queen Charlotte (September 1796 to June 1797),
ADM 36/11730, PRO, Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S Queen Charlotte (March 1796 to

August 1796), ADM 36/11729, PRO, and Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S Queen
Charlotte (June 1795 to February 1796), ADM 11728, PRO.

61 Admiralty, Muster Book HM.S St. Fiorenzo (March 1797 to February 1798), ADM
36/12661, PRO, Admiralty Muster Book H.M.S St. Fiorenzo (May 1796 to March 1797),
ADM 36/12660, PRO, and Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S St. Fiorenzo (July 1795 to
April 1796), ADM 12659, PRO.
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Scholars have generally accepted that the seamen’s class background as working
class. Even the press gangs sought out only working-class men as ‘gentlemen’ were
generally exempt from being pressed.2 The exact background of each seaman is
impossible to determine due to their short-term enlistments and the lack of data in the
muster books about the seamen’s background.53 Rarely did mustering officers take the
time to determine their seamen’s previous occupations. One surviving exception from the
St. Domingo, circa 1805, listed the seamen’s “qualities” or occupational backgrounds. Of
the 439 men, slightly more than half had a maritime background including: 212 seamen,
thirteen fishermen, fourteen watermen, and seven other maritime related occupations. The
rest came from a variety of plebeian backgrounds that ranged from thirty-five unskilled
laborers to a large number of semi-skilled and skilled men such as butchers, printers,
barbers, and even one violin maker.%4 An examination of the occupational backgrounds of
the seamen on the Caledonia in 1810 similarly found that only 224 of the seamen on that
ship came from maritime backgrounds, the majority , 267, had been laborers before
entering the navy.%5 Some middle-class men were mentioned in various sources as having

fallen to the ranks of the working class seamen, but they seem to have been a minority

62pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 3, 120. Pope described the seamen as “the ordinary people
of Britain”. Press gangs identified “gentlemen” by their dress.

63No central personnel records existed for the seamen in the navy. Their only “personnel
records” are found in the muster books that do not list previous occupations.

64Captain Frederick Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,”
Manning of the Royal Navy; Selected Public Pamphlets 1693-1873, J.S. Bromley, ed.,
(Navy Records Society, 1974), 352-353. The seamen seem to have been from a more
diverse and skilled background than the marines on the ship, one third of which were
unskilled laborers.

65Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 449-450.
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among the seamen. 5 This class difference between the plebeian seamen and their patrician
officers would set the stage for both of the motivational factors in the Spithead and Nore
mutinies: material grievances based on class inequity, and the demand for greater political
and social equality for working-class men.

The mutinies were also largely a British affair as over ninety percent of the seamen
in all three ratings were British, having been born in the British Isles or some part of the
British Empire (see Table 1: Seamen Places of Birth from Muster Sample). Of the British
seamen in the muster book sample, almost two thirds were English with smaller but
significant numbers of Irish and Scottish seamen. The Welsh and empire born seamen
constituted only small portions of any ships’ company. Foreign born seamen constituted
four percent of the total sample, and were more common in the able and ordinary seaman
ranks. These foreigners were most likely professional seamen serving in the Royal Navy
out of occupational rather than out of nationalist motives. Few of the foreigners seem to
have been forced into the Royal Navy for more than one cruise.57 In 1797, native born
British seamen filled the vast majority of the ranks of the Royal Navy.%8 Thus the mutinies

66A British chaplain, Edward Mangin, noted that there were gentlemen, serving under
fictitious names, in the navy. He believed that these middle-class men had joined the navy
because they had failed in the land-based professions. Edward Mangin, “Some Account of
the Writer’s Situation as Chaplain in the British Navy,” in Thursfield, Five Naval Journals,
21,

67Unlike ten or fifteen years later, the evidence from the letters in the Admiralty
manuscripts shows that the Admiralty routinely released most foreign seamen from service
in the Royal Navy after they had protested through their embassies in Britain. For an
example of a letter of protest see Six foreign seamen serving on the Caesar, “Petition for
Release” (November 23, 1797), ADM 1/5125. Dudley Pope argued the foreigners served
in the British navy after their merchant employment had been disrupted by the war, see
Pope, Lif¢ in Nelson’s Navy, 108 and Pope, The Devil Himself, 68-69.

68By late in the Napoleonic Wars, the Royal Navy seems to have grown more foreign with
up to fifteen percent being foreign after Trafalgar (1805). See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy,
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of 1797 were the work of British seamen rather than outsiders who infused the spirit of

revolution into the British navy.

Table 1

Seamen Places of Birth from Muster Sample®?

Able Ordinary Total

Place of Birth: Seamen Seamen Landsmen Total Percent
Unknown 50 25 26 101 2.9%
British:

England 950 423 644 2017 58.3%

Ireland 231 155 177 563  16.3%°

Scotland 266 108 109 483  13.9%

Wales 62 16 20 98 2.8%

Empire 32 21 8 6l 1.8%

TOTAL 1541 723 958 3222 (93.1%)
Foreign 83 35 19 137 4.0%
TOTAL 1674 (48.4%) 783 (22.6%) 1003 (30%) 3460 100%

127-128. Michael Lewis also listed foreigners as thirteen to fifteen percent of a ship’s
company by 1812. See Lewis, Social History of the Navy, 135-138.

69Muster Data Base. “Empire” includes portions of the British Empire other than England,
Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. Foreign is any part of the world not then under British rule.

700ne estimate put the number of Irish seamen at about 8.5% (one-twelfth). See
Manwaring and Dobree, The Floating Republic, 101. The musters of seamen in the ten
sample ships found the Irish contingent to be twice as high with 16.3% of the scamen
having a place of birth listed as in Ireland.
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Exactly how many non-Europeans served in the ship’s companies of the Royal
Navy remains unknown and most likely unknowable. The ships’ musters did not record
race, only place of birth. A seaman from South Carolina could have been of European
ancestry or, like George Banfield, a mulatto.”! The existence of racial difference can only
be found in narrative records of the navy or in the journals of participants. Chaplain
Edward Mangin described the ship’s company of the Gloucester in 1812 as “the majority
English, several Irish and Scots, and some Negroes, Swedes, and Portuguese™.”? While no
evidence can be gained from the ships’ musters about specific numbers of non-Europeans
serving on board ships, their participation, although limited, can be confirmed by their
presence in the narrative record.”

Race produced both an impenetrable ceiling for non-whites in the Royal Navy, yet
the culture of maritime society seems to have provided a space for the unequal integration
of non-European men into the ranks of the seamen. Non-whites seem to have been

prevented from gaining higher ranks in the navy and no evidence exists to support their

71 Admiralty, Captain Thomas Pickmore, “State of the Case of George Banfield, a
Mulatto” (March 23, 1797), Admiralty In-Letters From Portsmouth 1797, ADM 1/1022,
PRO. Banfield was a mulatto seaman from Charleston, South Carolina.

72Mangin, “Some Account of the Writer’s Situation as Chaplain in the British Navy,” in
Thursfield, Five Naval Journals, 19. Besides men of African descent, there exists at least
one example during the American Revolution of an Arab sailor serving for three years on a
British ship. See Richardson, Journal of the Wandering Sailor, vol. 1, 64, JOD/156, NMM.

73 Although providing no overall numbers for non-Europeans in the Royal Navy, Bolster
found that over 300 African-Americans had exited the Royal Navy during the Napoleonic
Wars. This represented about one third of the total Americans released from British
service. Bolster, Black Jacks, 114. The total population of men of Affican ancestry in
Britain in the 1790s is unknown. During the Somersett case (1771-72), Lord Mansfield
accepted an estimate of 14,000 to 15,000 as the total number in England. See M. Dorothy

George, London Life in the Eighteenth Century (New York: Capricorn Books, 1965),
134.
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presence in the ranks of the patricians, the commissioned and warrant officers.”# While
white seamen probably did not accept non-whites (specifically black) seamen as their racial
equals, they seem to have regarded black seamen as their peers in the working-class
culture of the forecastle. The maritime culture offered black seamen more opportunities
than society on shore and some sense of social and masculine equality.”> While some
British seamen were certainly racially prejudiced; not all were racists. After observing
some Africans newly taken as slaves, William Richardson wrote that it “made me think all
mankind were alike by human nature; custom and education only make the difference”.”6
Though not a racially egalitarian society, the maritime community seems to have accepted
non-white seamen with little restriction as long as they remained within the working class
level of the class-based rank hierarchy.

The example of a gender-bending black female sailor illustrates that the seamen
appear to have not cared that much about female gender impostors, even a non-European
one, as long as they could live up to the expectations of their adopted masculine role. A
small number of women disguised themselves as men and joined both the navy and the
marines for the better economic and social status available to them as men as well as a

psychological desire to live life as a man. Examples exist of both female seamen and

74A character in one of Captain Marryat’s novels, Mesty, was a black man of some status
in his home country but in the Royal Navy, “he was condemned, although free, to the
humblest of officers.” Captain Frederick Marryat, Mr. Midshipman Easy (London: Dent,
1965), 75-76. Although a work of fiction, Marryat’s twenty years of service (1806-1826)
in the Royal Navy make him an excellent source of primary knowledge about the daily
details of life aboard the Royal Navy’s ships.

5Bolster, Black Jacks, 30, 69, 88, 96, 100-101. Bolster’s work should be regarded as the
best source on the subject of black seamen during the age of sail.

"6Richardson, Journal of the Wandering Sailor, vol. I, 152, JOD/156.
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marines. [n a society where people rarely went naked, women could conceal their physical
differences; no modern physical examination existed, the seamen slept in their clothes, and
rarely bathed. These impersonators were tolerated if discovered. The navy did not punish
women for pretending to be men as they were merely an “inferior imitating a superior”. A
woman who called herself William Brown provides an example of how much these false
men could achieve. Brown, a black Briton, joined the navy after a quarrel with her
husband and served eleven years, reaching the rank of captain of a watch, an unofficial
petty officer position held by the most experienced and agile able seamen.”” In the rather
loosely gendered world of the late eighteenth-century, women, even a woman of color,
could achieve higher status at sea through her success in the masculine hierarchy of the
seamen.

The boys held the lowest position in the ratings of seamen. Until 1794, boys had
been rated as ‘servants’, but the Admiralty replaced the “servant’ rating with a system that
included three ratings of boys. Boys destined to serve as midshipmen and ultimately
commissioned officers comprised the ranks of the boys first class, also known as
‘volunteers’. There also existed two ratings of boys who acted as servants to officers and
occasionally as seamen in training. Divided officially by age, the boys of the second class
were supposed to be age 15 to 17 and boys of the third class were to be between the ages

7'Suzanne J. Stark, Female Tars " ard Shi : '

Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 1996), 86-88 92, 95-96, 1 13 Stark argues that “Their
transvestitism was not just a means to an end; they enjoyed cross-dressing. Many if not
most women seamen and marines physically and emotionally identified with men; they felt
comfortable passing as a man.” Stark confirmed Brown’s story by finding her entry in the
muster book of the Queen Charlotte. In January 1816 Brown had reached the position of
the Captain of the Forecastle, a position held by a more senior able seaman. Lewis lists her
as having been the Captain of the Main Top - the most prestigious able seaman position.
See Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 286.
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of 13 an 15.78 The actual rating of boys in the second and third classes seems to have been
based more on skill and experience than age.” The number of boys on any ship was small.
The Regulations authorized thirty-seven boys for a seventy-four gun ship of the line, but
actual musters show that some ships of that size carried only about two dozen boys of all
classes.30 The Marine Society equipped “distressed” Christian working-class boys and
found them positions within the navy, primarily as boys of second and third classes.3!

781 ewis, A Social History of the Navy, 87-90 and David Phillipson, Band of Brothers
(Hartnolis, Bodmin, Cornwall: Sutton Publishing Limited, 1996), 1. The regulations listed
the minimum age for boys as 13, except for officers’ sons who could go to sea as a boy at

age 11. See Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 152. The rating of boy
existed in the Royal Navy until abolished on April 1, 1956.

79Ships’ Musters Database. Of the 226 boys on the musters of the ten sample ships, there
were thirty-four Boys Ist Class ranging in age from eleven to nineteen with an average age
of fifteen, eighty-one Boys 2nd Class ranging in age from thirteen to twenty-one with an
average age of sixteen, and one hundred and eleven Boys 3rd Class who ranged in age
from eight to twenty-one with an average age of fifteen.

80 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 151-152. The regulations stated that,
“There is allowed to the Captain of every Ship, Four Servants in every Hundred Men of
the Complement. To the Lieutenant, Master, Second Master, Purser, Surgeon, Chaplain,
and Cook, in all Ships down to 60 Men inclusive, each one Servant. To the Boatswain,
Gunner, and Carpenter, in all ships down to 100 Men inclusive each two Servants; and
from 100 to 60 Men, one Servant.” Most ships in 1797 carried less. For example, the
Marlborough had only twenty-three boys of all classes and the Mars only twenty-four
boys, both were seventy-four guns ships. See Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S. Mars
(January to October 1797), ADM 36/12233, PRO, Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S.
Marlborough (February to October 1795), ADM 36/11757, PRO, Admiralty, Muster
Book HM.S. Marlborough (November 1795 to August 1796), ADM 36/11758, and

Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S. Marlborough (September 1796 to June 1797), ADM
36/11759, PRO.

Manne Soclety (hereaﬁer referred to as MSY) 0/7 NMM ManneSgstegmmf

MMMMMWMSYO/SNWMM
‘ ] ared as Servants X ' 801, MSY O/9,

NMM The total number of boys sent as servants between January 13, 1792 and June 30,
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Boys were only a small part of any ship’s company, averaging about four percent of the
total ship’s complement.

Boys occupied the lowest rungs of their respective class positions on the rank
hierarchies and were consequently considered by their ships’ companies, with the
exception of the marines and women on board, as the least skilled at nautical tasks. Boys
of the first class served two years before they were eligible to be appointed as
Midshipmen. They enjoyed the privileges of their middle and upper class backgrounds and
lived in the gunroom with the gunner and the gunroom warrant officers rather than with
the common seamen.32 The rest of the boys served as servants to the officers, both
commissioned and warranted, or acted as scamen. Like the boys of the first class, the
working-class servant boys of the second and third classes lived with their class peers, in

this case the common seamen.3? In combat, most boys were assigned to bring powder up

1797 was 3,863. About one in six of these boys had some previous sca service, but for the
last two and a half years this had declined to only one in nine. Marine Society Committee,
“Meeting Notes of October 10, 1782”, Marine Society, Fair Minutes of the Committee
with an Account of the General Meetings, (February 10, 1780 to June 2, 1785) MSY B/3,
NMM. Only Christian boys were accepted by the Marine Society. The Marine Society
discharged Joseph Wood in March 1790 after finding out he was Jewish. See “Meeting

Notes of March 25, 1790, Marine Society Committee, Fair Minutes of the Committee

with an Account of the General Meetings, (June 8, 1785 to July 15, 1790) MSY B/4,
NMM. A contemporary commentator believed that most of the boys in the navy had been

sent by the Marine Society, see Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” in
Thursfield, Five Naval Journals, 249.

821 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 88, Clowes, The Royal Navy, Vol. IV, 159-160, Rodger, Naval
Records for Genealogists, 50, Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 86-90, and Jeffrey
Baron de Raigersfeld, The Life of a Sea Officer, introduction by L.G. Carr Laughton
(London: Cassel and Company, Ltd., 1929), xii.

83Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 124, Clowes, The Royal Navy, Vol. IV, 159-160, Lewis, A
Social History of the Navy, 86-90, Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Cabin
boy”, and Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 40-41. Some “stout boys” who had the
potential to be competent seamen were assigned to the prestigious positions of topmen.
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from the magazine to a gun, a job not generally equated with maritime skill as marines and
women also did that task.34 Generally the least capable among the ship’s company, the
boys found themselves bullied by the higher ranking and more skilled seniors.35 This
bullying suggests that in terms of the skill-based hierarchy, the seamen regarded the boys,
especially the working-class servant boys who had no class power, as the least powerful
members of the crew.

In addition to the seamen and their naval officers, almost all ships in the Royal
Navy carried a marine contingent. The manning regulations provided each ship with a
number of marines roughly equal to the number of guns that the ship carried.36 The
marines had two roles: to act as infantry at sea and in landing actions as well as supporting
the authority of the commissioned officers by force if necessary. Their secondary duties

included manning the cannons, scrubbing the decks, hauling in ropes, raising the anchors,

See Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” in Thursfield, Five Naval
Joumals, 249.

$4phillipson, Band of Brothers, 5, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 173, and John Nichol, The Life
and Adventures of John Nichol Mariner (London: Cassell and Company, Limited, 1937),
193. A Quarter Bill (a duty station list) from the Royal Sovereign has a boy assigned to
each gun as their station in combat, see “A Watch Bill of His Majesty’s Ship Royal
Sovereign, 1st January 1797” in Lieutenant Edward Roberts, “Log of HM.S. Venus”,

Logs of the Venus 1799-1800, Log V.17 (a), NMM.

85Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 90 and Richardson, Journal of the Wandering
Sailor, vol. I, 26, JOD 156.

861 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 145-154, 330. For example a third rate ship of the line with 74
guns carried a total of 79 marines: three commissioned, five non-commissioned, one
drummer, and seventy marine privates.
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and working the pumps.87 While assisting in some of the maritime tasks that required
large numbers of men, the marines were not considered seamen but rather soldiers at sea.

Like the navy, the marines had a rank structure that denoted a class-based
command hierarchy with middle-class commissioned officers and working-class
non-commissioned officers (comparable to naval warrant and petty officers) and enlisted
men. The crew of the St. Domingo, a seventy-four gun third rate, included 124 marines; of
these all but the three commissioned officers came from plebeian backgrounds with the
most common pre-marine professions being laborers (fifty men) and weavers (twenty
men); only one man came from an educated background: a clerk.38 Likewise, of the 166
marines serving on the Caledonia in 1810: 94 had been laborers, while 15 were previously
weavers.39 Unlike the navy, the non-commissioned officers did not enjoy the class-based
privileges of the senior warrant officers and could be flogged at the will of their ship’s
captain. The marines also had no official rank differentiation among the lower level
marines by skill.” The only officially recognized differentiation existed by a man’s
position in the command hierarchy by rank: that is commissioned officer,

87C. Northcote Parkinson, Portsmouth Point, the Navy in Fiction, 1793-1815. (London:
The University Press of Liverpool, 1948), 72.

880f the 124 marines, 114 were British: 76 English, 14 Irish, 19 Scottish, and 5 Welsh,
while only ten were foreigners: three Prussians, two Germans, one Russian, one
Hanoverian, one Austrian, and one Dutch. See Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the

Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley, Manning of the Royal Navy, 352-353.
$9Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 449.

90Marine privates did enjoy increases in pay due to longevity, something no seamen of the
time received. After seven years service there was a monthly rise in pay of 2s 4d, and after
fourteen years 4s 8d. This was added to their total pay of 28 shillings a month. See
Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 150. There may have been unofficial “senior” privates but I could
find no evidence of this.
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non-commissioned officer, or private. While not as complex as the naval hierarchy, the
marine hierarchy followed the naval precedent of dividing men by ranks according to both
skill and class.’!

In addition to the men of the ship’s complement, every ship carried a small number
of women. Not officially part of the navy, the women had no official rank or place in the
hierarchy. In addition to the hundreds of “wives” who came on board when in port,
women resided permanently on ships as the wives of warrant officers.”2 Women present as
wives are officially invisible in the historical record as wives of warrant officers were not
entered into the ships’ muster books. The navy did not pay them, nor did they provide free
provisions for them. On ship, these women carried out their daily roles as wives and
mothers to their children who also often accompanied them to sea.?? Only in combat did
they take up unskilled maritime work by supplying guns with powder and the gendered

work of nursing.>* That is not to say these women were the passive helpmates of the

91The marine officers seem to have been negatively regarded in popular literature of the
time, much of it written by naval veterans. They are represented in fictional work as
dividing their time “between gluttony and sleep.” See Parkinson, Portsmouth Point, 27.

921 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 210-211. Wives were allowed on board for visits in port and the
custom had become for all prostitutes to claim to be seamen’s wives to gain entry to the
ship. By 1797, all involved who knew who was a wife and who was a “wife”. See

Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 200.

93Women even gave birth on ships. In his log of Captain John Elphinstone of the
Monarch, recorded on March 27, 1796, “the wife of Joseph Collins (Marine) was
delivered of a boy.” See Admiralty, Captain John Elphinstone, “Log of H.M.S. Monarch”
(March 18, 1796 to March 18, 1797), Captains’ Logs, ADM 51/4475, PRO.

%4Stark, Female Tars, 1-2, 47-58, Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 280-283, Rodger,
Wooden World, 76-77, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 112-113, 141. John Nichol did
comment on the courage of the women of his ship in combat, “The women behaved as
well as the men, and got a present for their bravery from the Grand Signior.” See Nichol,
The Life and Adventures of John Nichol Mariner, 193.
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nineteenth-century model. Admiral Nelson remarked that women on board would “always
do as they please. Orders are not for them at least, I never yet knew one who obeyed.™*
While as rebellious as the common seamen, women’s gendered position left them as
unofficial seagoers and in the lowest rung of the ship board community, without an official
place or rank.

Shipboard Organization of Labor

The class and skill divisions that the hierarchy of rank superimposed over the crew
of a ship provided organization only on an individual level. Rank alone could not provide
for the efficient use of the hundreds of men aboard each ship. The productive use of
hundreds of men required several levels of personnel organization. The seamen’s messes
acted as the most basic level of crew coordination. Beyond the messes came the division
system which placed the seamen under the direct control of their ships’ midshipmen and
lieutenants. Finally, the captains organized the divisions into watches to provide for the
chronological labor divisions needed by ships to operate twenty-four hours a day. The
immense number of men working in a small space and the task of operating a sailing ship
made a comprehensive personnel organization system a compulsory part of maritime life.

Over twenty-four thousand men were involved in the Nore and Spithead Mutinies,
serving on sixty-eight different ships. The size of the ships’ companies ranged from the
Megara Fire Ship’s fifty-one men to the Sandwich’s company and supernumeraries which
numbered one thousand and seventy-five men. Most ships carried between four and seven

95 Admiral Horatlo Nelson to Admlral Sir John Jervis (June 21, 1797) in Nlcholas Hams

Yanmc_llﬂim_llQZ (London Henry Colbum, 1845)
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hundred men.% Of the sixty-eight ships involved: three fire ships had less than 100 men,
thirty-four frigates and smaller ships had between 100 and 400 men, and of the ships of the
line: twelve had 401 to 500 men, nine had 501 to 600 men, five had 601 to 700 men, two
had 701 to 800 men, two had 801-900 men, and the Sandwich had over 1000 men on
board it. Besides size, other factors created variations in the ships’ companies.

The composition of the ships’ companies varied greatly in levels of experience.
These differences resulted from the way men were assigned to ships; such as what men
were available as the initial crew, when the Admiralty last commissioned the ship,
promotion patterns, recent deaths or desertions among the company, and the reccnt
availability of replacements. For example, the percentages of able seamen, ordinary
seamen, and landsmen in the ships’ companies of the ten ships in the sample musters
varied greatly. Despite an overall average of forty-nine percent of the seamen, the able
seamen comprised slightly less than a third on three of the ten ships and as many as nearly
two-thirds on three other ships. The distribution of ordinary seamen also followed an
equally uneven distribution with only seven percent of the London being ordinary seamen
while forty percent of the company of the St. Fiorenzo were rated as ordinary seamen. The
landsmen followed similar uneven distributions that ranged from fifteen to forty-four
percent of a ship’s company. As long as a ship’s company had some able and experienced
seamen, the Admiralty seems to have only cared about total numbers of seamen. During
the mutinies of 1797, regardless of the proportion of skilled to unskilled men on a ship, the

90n average, the ship’s companies’ involved in the mutinies had close to their full
strength complements. There were exceptions to this. The Monarch has short 148 seamen
and 2 marines out of a total complement of 590. Others were near fully crewed such as the
Royal George which was short only 20 seamen and no marines out of a total complement
of 839, the Pompee was short seven seamen and no marines out of a total complement of
718, and the Clyde was in theory fully manned (in reality there were nine seamen and two
marines on the books but not actually present).
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most skilled seamen, the petty-officers and able seamen, dominated the proceedings as
their ability to dominate their ships’ companies rested not on numbers but on gendered
sources of power they derived from the skill-based hierarchy that dominated their maritime

organization.
Table 2
Seamen By Rank From Muster Sample?’
Able Ordinary Last
Ship S S Land Total Commissioned
Clyde 73 (42%) 47 (27%) 54 (31%) 174 4/1796
Glory 145 (32%) 146 (32%) 167 (36%) 458 10/1793
London 287 (65%) 32 (7%) 125 (28%) 444 7/1794
Marlborough 152(40%) 81 (21%) 146 (39%) 379 3/1793
Mars 120(29%) 111 (27%) 183 (44%) 414 11/1794
Queen Charlotte 346 (63%) 74 (14%) 125(23%) 545 2/1793
Sandwich 117(56%) 44(21%) 49 (23%) 210 12/1792
St. Fiorenzo 49 (31%) 63 (40%)  45(29%) 157 71794
Standard 194 (60%) 80(25%) 47 (15%) 321 4/1795
Venerable 191 (54%) 105 29%) 62 (17%) 358 5/1794
AVERAGE 1674 (49%) 783 (22%) 1003 (29%) 3460

While crews’ compositions could vary from ship to ship, the most basic method of

organization, the mess, did not. A contemporary description called a mess, “any company

9"Muster Data Base. Last Commissioned dates from Commander Pitcairn-Jones, Warship
Histories, NMM. Ship’s Companies could also change over time with the Leopard’s
company having on November, 1975: 213 seamen divided into 118 petty offices and able
seamen, 46 ordinary seamen, and 49 landsmen. Six months later the ship still had 118
petty officers and able seamen again, but now it had 71 ordinary seamen and 62 iandsmen.
See Lieutenant Smith, “Log H.M.S. Leopard”, Log L.8, NMM.
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of the officers or crew of a ship who eat, drink, and associate together.”?8 At the most
basic level the mess acted as a unit of food distribution and consumption. One seaman
from the mess, ‘the cook of the mess’, collected the food for the men of his mess and had
the cook prepare it. No regulation determined the size of the messes. Most seem to have
averaged between four and twelve seamen. While no mess lists have survived, in general
the size of the mess and their arrangement depended on the size of the ship, with different
messes often sharing tables on larger ships and on the frigates each mess often had their
own table.?? Men chose their own messmates within some very broad limits such as
keeping numbsers of men in even numbers and no mixed marine and seamen messes. %0 At
this most basic level, the seamen organized themselves into both units of consumption and
fraternal bodies.

Messes were more than a place to get a meal. They also served as the most
intimate social unit for the seamen. These, in the words of the seamen Samuel Leech, were
“little communities” and in turn “so many families”.!%! Men tended to stay in the same

mess for their entire time on a ship. This interaction and the sharing of food created strong

9%8Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Mess”.
PLavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 243-245.

100 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 205 and Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 244. Leech
says that most messes had about eight men. Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 36-37. An
orderbook for the Agamemnon that was probably never implemented, ordered that messes
contain “not less than six or seven in a mess.” See Benjamin Caldwell, “Regulations and
Instructions for the Officers and Ships Company of His Majesty’s Ship the (left blank)
under my Command, which they are strictly to obey”, Regulations and Instructions for the

Officers and Ships Company of H.M., Ships, Caldwell Papers (hereafter referred to as
CAL) 19, NMM.

1011 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 36-37.



bonds of friendship and unity between the men of a mess. As one scholar argued, it
became part of the “identity” of each man.!02 As one of the few places in which class and
skill peers congregated, the mess acted as a body of equals. Seamen felt that being without
a mess made them dishonored men. “Disagreeable” men found themselves banished from
their messes and consequently from the seamen’s most basic unit of organization and his
strongest unit of personal support, his mess. New men could also have trouble integrating
into an existing mess, which left them as outsiders having to join other new men in
messes. '93 While not officially stratified, the seamen organized messes largely on
occupational stations with men often messing by watches; idlers messed with idlers,
topmen with topmen, and so on. !4 The mess, the most fundamental social grouping, thus
tended to self-organize on the inescapable lines of maritime skill; however the small size
and homogeneity of the messes allowed them to function as a unique place of equality for
the seamen.

As most seamen were single, the messes tended to act as a family unit for them. 93
As the men of most messes worked together, the labor-based organization of the messes
mirrored that of the household economic unit. However, given the members relative
equality in skill, the usefulness of the patriarchal household model appears to end there.

Instead, the seamen’s self-organization in their messes bears greater resemblance to the

192pope, Life In Nelson’s Navy, 159.
103 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 36-37. Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 159.
104Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time.136-137

105While the marriage status of most seamen remains unknown, an examination of the
seamen of the Blake in 1808 found that only twenty of the eighty-six scamen were

married. See Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 439-447.
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urban fraternal societies of journeymen found ashore. In the greater “family” of the ship,
there was only one father, the ship’s captain. While the ship’s lieutenants could hope to
eventually head their own maritime household once promoted to captain and given
command of a ship the seamen found themselves in a perpetual state of semi-dependency
due to their limited upward mobility. In their messes, the seamen created a fictive kinship
based on equality which defended their interests while simultancously supporting the
skill-based masculine hierarchy upon which their captain “fathers” legitimized their rule.
While egalitarian among its members, the self-organization of the seamen into messes
based on their participation in skill-based watches, themselves dependent on the individual
skill of the seamen, promoted the general hierarchical nature of shipboard life rather than
chalienging it.!06

As the messes were seamen organized, the commissioned officers of the navy felt
the need to insert a level of organization under their direct command. Like the Army’s
platoons and companies, the Royal Navy organized its seamen into units under the
supervision of a commissioned officer. Beginning in the later half of the eighteenth

century, the division system developed. Based on watches, quarters, or a separate

106Mary Ann Clawson, “Early Modern Fraternalism and the Patriarchal Family,” Feminist
Studies, vol. 6, no. 2 (Summer 1980), 368-391. The dynamics of shipboard organization
limit a direct comparison to the patriarchal household unit, but as demonstrated in Chapter
5, naval officers actively manipulated the metaphor of “father” to support their rule. The
permanent semi-dependency of the seamen prevented them from ever rising to the “father”
status that journeymen ashore might eventually achieve. Likewise, the depiction of
unskilled men as possessing subordinate status similar to women, is also problematized by
the fact that lesser skilled men could obtain higher masculine status through improving
their level of maritime skill. However, the notions of the patriarchal dominated household
economic unit and the use of fraternal organizations by semi-dependent men do provide a
point of comparison, and in some ways explanation for the seamen’s system of self
organization in their messes.
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hierarchy, divisions organized the seamen into larger administrative bodies.!%7 No
guidelines existed in the 1790 regulations, but the 1806 regulations specified that on each
ship, the number of divisions should equal the number of licutenants, and required that
each division be broken out into sub-divisions, each under a midshipman or master’s
mate. !98 Surviving orderbooks make clear that the divisional system existed so that the
commissioned officers could supervise the seamen in areas such as the taking of the
muster. It also allowed an inspection of the seamen’s health and welfare, especially their
clothing. 199 Divisions acted as a system of class control as they allowed the commissioned
officers regular interactions with their seamen in a paternal manner; much like that
experienced by the men of both classes on shore.! !0 As the divisions were composed of
men of different military and social ranks, they mirrored the class hierarchy of inequality
rather than the egalitarian nature of the homogeneous messes.

Beyond the messes and divisions, the ship’s captains organized their companies
into watches. Necessary to maximize the work output of a ship’s company in their tasks,

these were skill-based units of labor.!!! The men in the watches stood watch, that is active

107 avery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 72-73.

108 Admiralty, “Established by His Majesty in Council,” Regulations and Instructions
Relating to His Majesty’s Service at Sea (London, 1806, the Fourteenth Edition), 143.
Benjamin Caldwell’s orderbook confirms this order was in some part implemented. See

Caldwell, Regulations and Instructions, Forty-second order, CAL/19.

109Griffith, Qrderbook of the London, Third Order, OBK/10 and Chetham, Notebook of
Captain Edward Chetham, GBK/2.

110Thompson, “The Patricians and the Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in Common, 43-47.

111The use of watches was not only a British development. Most navies had some form of

watch system. See Harland, Seamanship in the Age of Sail, 91-94.
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duty, for about half of the twenty-four hour day. Most ships’ captains divided their
companies into two watches: the larboard and starboard, which corresponded to the sides
of these ship they would work on if both were on deck at the same time.!!2 Not included
in the watch divisions were the officers, the boys, the marines, a few specialist petty
officers, and the seamen known as ‘idlers’. The idlers, a small portion of the ship’s
company, were men with specialized tasks not generally associated with the constant task
of sailing the ship. As they were not part of one of the watches responsible for sailing
tasks, they stood most of their duty during the day.!!3 Experiencing a division by
workstation on their ship, the seamen of the different watches developed a second and
complementary hierarchy of skill based on labor sub-units, with the topmen considered by
their peers as the most skilled and the waisters the least skilled. One scholar has described
the skill-based watch hierarchy as a “social scale”.! !4 During both mutinies, the most
active mutineer leaders came from the most skilled watches, especially the topmen.

The seamen considered the topmen who worked the sails the most skilled sailors in

the crew.!!5 These men were divided into three sections that corresponded to the three

112 ship’s watches were usually divided up into five four hour watches and then two
hour watches. A watch would be on for a watch and then off for the next watch. The two
smaller watches, known as “dog watches” kept the two watches changing so no watch had
the same chronological watches each day. See Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 95,

Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Watch”, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy,
194-195, 202.

{13 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 195. Except on sloops, the seamen who stood a watch
outnumbered the men not part of any watch. For example on a seventy-four gun third rate
ship, a common size ship, there were 374 men who stood watch and 214 who did not. See

Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 55.
114 pope, Life in Nelson's Navy, 187-188.

115The term top meant “a platform at the head of each of the lower masts of a ship”. The
term “Jack” for seamen originally applied only to the able seamen who worked as topmen.
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masts of most ships: the fore topmen, the main topmen, and the mizzen topmen. ! 16 These
three sections of topmen totaled around twenty-percent of any ship’s company.'!” Most
topmen had at least three or four years® experience at sea, and one captain recommended
that they be almost exclusively able seamen. In a theoretical plan for the manning of a
thirty-six gun frigate, Captain Frederick Marryat called for twenty-four fore topmen of
which two would be petty officer captains, twenty able seamen, and only two landsmen;
the main topmen would be composed of twenty-six men: two petty officer captains,
twenty-two able scamen, and only two landsmen; and the mizzens’ gang included by two
petty officers, eighteen able seamen, two landsmen, and four boys. ! |8 Their job of
working the upper sails required the most nautical skill.

The seamen generally regarded the topmen as the most skilled seamen. ! ! Jack
Nastyface called them “the most sprightly and attentive to their duty”.!20 Robert Wilson

See King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 212, 372.

161 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 195-199, Harland, Seamanship in the Age of Sail, 91-94, and
Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time, 127-128.

17 ewis, A Social History of the Navy, 55. A seventy-four gun ship had forty-five fore
topmen, fifty-one main topmen, and eighteen mizzen topmen out of a crew of 590, which

included 376 men in watches and 214 officers, marines, boys, and idlers.

18Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Manning of the Royal Navy, 350, and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 195. The boys were present

for training and working the smaller sails. See Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization,
248.

119Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson's Time, 127-128, Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 187-188,
Pope, The Devil Himself, 74-75, and King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 373.

1205ack Nastyface, “Extracts from 'Nautical Economy of Forecastle’,” in Baynham, From
the Lower Deck, 66.
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described the topmen as “generally smart young men” and in a poem he wrote, “...the
topmen act the chief part and boldly show the skillful seaman’s art, while others, less
competent to their charge on deck do haul upon the ropes at large.”!2! Captain Marryat
recommended that, “the smartest able seamen are, as much as possible, distributed among
those classes which go aloft, such as the main topmen and fore topmen”.!22 The petty
officer leaders of the topmen, the captains of the tops, were some of the most skilled
seamen on a ship.!23 With the highest level of nautical competency, the topmen’s three
watches: fore top, main top, and mizzen top, shared the pinnacle positions on the
hierarchy of watches.

The forecastlemen (or focslemen) occupied the next highest position in the
skill-based watch hierarchy. The seamen of the forecastle included both skilled seamen,
often the biggest and strongest men in the ship as their muscular strength provided the
needed power to work the anchors and lower sails, and some of the older but experienced

seamen of the forecastle who acted as captains of the gun crews!2%. A small section of a

121Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” in Thursfield, Five Naval
Journals, 245-246.

12Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Manning of the Royal Navy, 350.

123Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Captain”. In addition to these petty
officers: the captains of the fore top and the captains of the main top, the other watches
had petty officer captains: two captains of the afterguard, two captains of the forecastle,
and two captains of the waisters. All were highly skilled men who directly ran a section of
the ship. Until 1806, the pay of the captains was the same as able seamen; in 1806
Parliament raised their pay to the same rates as the quartermaster’s mates. See Lavery,

Nelson’s Navy, 136.
124L avery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 248.
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ship’s company, the forecastlemen numbered less than ten percent of a crew.!2% In
Marryat’s plan for manning a thirty-six gun frigate he proposed that the twenty men of the
forecastle consist of two petty officer captains, sixteen able seamen and only two
landsmen. !26 The ship’s company considered the men of the forecastle as skilled seamen,
second only to the topmen in the hierarchy. Collectively, the topmen and forecastlemen
considered themselves the real sailors; these were the "tars".!27 Numbering less than a
third of the ship’s company, the topmen and forecastle were the watches almost
exclusively composed of able seamen; all other sections of a ship’s company included only
a small section of skilled petty officers and able seamen along with a majority of unskilled
landsmen.

Next in the hierarchy came the afterguard watch. Composed primarily of unskilled
landsmen and a few skilled petty officers and able seamen, the afterguard numbered about
ten percent of a ship’s company, Marryat proposed that the afterguard of a thirty-six gun
frigate should have two petty officers captains, four able seamen, and twenty-two

landsmen. 28 Stationed in the rear or “after-part” of a ship, the men worked the braces

125 ewis, A Social History of the Navy, 272. For example a seventy-four gun ship had
forty-five forecastle men, eight percent of the total crew of 590 men.

126Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Manning of the Royal Navy, 350 and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 195.

127Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Mannmgnﬂh&&oxalh[m 350, Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,”
in Thursfield, Five Naval Journals, 244-245, Harland, Seamanship in the Age of Sail,
91-94, Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 40-41, Pope, Life in Nelson's Navy, 187-188,
Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 248, and Moore, The British Mariner’s
Yocabulary, “Fore-castiemen”.

128Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,

Manning of the Royal Navy, 350 and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 195. A seventy-four gun
third rate ship of the line would have 60 men in the afterguard out of 590 total men. See
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which controlled the after-sails, as well as coiling rope, cleaning the quarterdeck, and
stowing hammocks. 29 While important to the ship’s operation, these tasks were not
considered by experienced seamen as skilled nautical labor. Though not highly regarded by
their peers, the men of the afterguard were not the least skilled section of a ship’s
company; the waisters held that position.

Comprising the least skilled men in the ship, the waisters occupied the bottom of
the skill-based hierarchy. The experienced sailors said that if a man was ‘good for nothing
else (he) was good enough for a waister’. 139 Robert Wilson wrote, “The waisters in
common are the worst of landsmen, and are what the seamen call neither soldiers nor
sailors”.!3! One of the largest sections of a ship’s company, the waisters worked in the
waist or center of a ship. Their main tasks included the unskilled labor of pulling and
hoisting sails, working the cannon, and cleaning the decks.!32 Seamen regarded their tasks

Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 272.

129Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Afterguard”, Masefield, Sea Life in
Nelson's Time, 129-130, Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 187-188, and Harland, Seamanship
in the Age of Sail, 91-94. Leech specifically described the duties of the afterguard as “to
loose, tend, and furl the courses, that is, the fore-sail, the main-sail, and lower studding
sails; they also have to se the jib, the flying-jib, and spanker; the after-guard have a special
charge to coil up all ropes in the after part of the ship.” See Leech, Thirty Years From
Home, 40-41.

130Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson's Time, 130.

131Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” in Thursfield, Five Naval
Journals, 245-246.

132Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Waist” and “Waisters”, Pope, Life in
Nelson’s Navy, 187-188, Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 248, and Masefield,
Sea Life in Nelson's Time, 129-130. A seventy-four gun third-rate ship of the line had 115
waisters or almost twenty percent of the 590 man crew. See Lewis, A Social History of

the Navy, 272.
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as the “drudgery work”.!33 Experienced seamen worked in the waist only in leadership
positions, the majority of waisters were landsmen. Captain Marryat’s plan for a thirty-six
gun frigate had only two petty officer captains and three able seamen in the waist to lead
the ten landsmen and one artificer.!3¢ An actual example of the rating composition of a
ship’s company’s waisters showed even fewer experienced men being assigned to the
waist. The waisters of the Indefatigable included only two ordinary seamen and twelve
landsmen. '35 Composed primarily of inexperienced landsmen, the waisters were defined
by their peers as the least skilled section of the ship. Consequently, during the mutinies,
these least skilled men tended to have almost no influence over their peers.

In addition to the men specifically assigned to the six major sections of the watches
there were several other men who were not assigned to a specific watch. The
commissioned naval officers, the captain and his licutenants, numbered about one percent
of any ship’s complement . They commanded the ship and the various watches and
divisions. !36 Also not assigned to a specific watch were the various warrant officers, the
boy volunteers and boy servants, the marine contingent, and several petty officers. Among

these petty officers there were the quartermasters, highly experienced seamen whose work

133Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” in Thursfield, Five Naval
Journals, 245-246.

134Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Manning of the Royal Navy, 350 and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 195.

135Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 248.

136The number of actual commissioned officers on any ship was small. On a one hundred
gun ship, one of the largest ships, the commissioned officers included only one captain and
eight lieutenants. The common seventy-four gun third rate carried only one captain and
five lieutenants to command a company of 590 men. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 328-329.
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included steering the ship, the boatswain’s mates who were notorious for their task of
‘starting’ men to their work, the yeomen of the sheets who kept logistical records, the
carpenter and his crew who cared for the ship’s hull and woodwork, and the gunner and
his mates and quartergunner.!37 With the exception of the marines and boys, all of these
positions required higher levels of maritime skill and hence had a high level of influence
over their peers.

Known as the “idlers”, these seamen did not stand a watch. They generally worked
only in the day, unless all hands were required. |38 The idlers included a mix of
experienced seamen such as the master at arms and his corporals, skilled maritime artisans
and their mates such as the sailmaker, and a variety of artisan positions that were not
uniquely maritime such as the armourer, the cooper and his mates, the cook, the butcher,
hairdressers, barbers, tailors, and stewards.3? In his plan for a thirty-six gun frigate,
Marryat proposed that the idlers on a ship of that size be composed of four petty officers,

seven able seamen, six artificers, and seven landsmen. These ran the gamut from the highly

137Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Gunner”, “Gunner’s Mate”,
“Quartergunners”, “Quartermaster”, and “Yeoman”, Wilson, “Remarks On Board His

Maijesty’s Ship Unite,” in Thursfield, Em:_Na!aUnumals, 244-246, Lavery, Nelson’s

Navy, 135-139, and Harland, Seamanship in the Age of Sail, 91-94. A ship’s company
included only a small number of petty officers. On a seventy-four gun third rate ship, the

quartermasters numbered nine, the boatswain’s mates and yeomen of the sheets six, the
carpenter and his crew eight, and the gunner, gunner’s mates, and quartergunners nineteen

out of a total complement of 590. See Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 272. All of
these positions were considered skilled: and held by petty officers, able seamen, or

artificers. See Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in
Bromiey, Manning of the Royal Navy, 350.

138Moore, The British Mariner’s Vocabulary, “Idler”.

139Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 195, Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson's Time, 130-131, Harland,
Seamanship in the Age of Sail, 91-94. .
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skilled sailmaker and his crew to the position on a ship regarded as the least skilled: the
Captain of the Head. 40 The actual idlers, as opposed to officers, boys, marines, etc., were
a small part of any ship. In Marryat’s frigate crew model they were only twenty-four men
out of a total of 280 in the ship’s company. 4! The idlers were not easily placed in the skill
hierarchy due to their diverse occupations and levels of maritime skill. Not standing a
watch was their only commonality.

As the forgoing has shown, captains understood the primary function of watches
to be the organization of the seamen of a ship’s company into units of labor specifically
oriented to the diverse tasks necessary for the operation of a ship. In addition to
maximizing the specialization of labor and optimizing crew efficiency, the watches created
a sectional hierarchy of skill among the seamen The topmen occupied the highest or most
skilled rung of the hierarchy, followed by their skilled seamen peers in the forecastle, and
then by the lesser skilled sections of the afterguard and the waisters. Among the
working-class seamen, not only rank or rating denoted skill and the status but also
workstation. The skill-based watch hierarchy supplemented the individual skill-based
hierarchy among the seamen. The most skilled able seamen and captains worked the tops,
followed by the forecastle, the afterguard, and finally the least qualified seamen were

140Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromiey,
Mmmgnﬂhe.&oxalﬁm 351. The Captain of the Head was in charge of the toilet area
in the front or “head” of the ship. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 207. All of the landsmen in
the Marryat’s frigate example were in servile positions either as cooks or servants. Dudley
Pope contended that the idlers were the lowest on the skill hierarchy or what he called
“social scale”, but the abundance of skilled artisans present in the idlers seems to counter
this claim. Most likely the waisters were the lowest in the hierarchy. See Pope, Life in

Nelson’s Navy, 188

141 Marryat, “Captain Marryat on the Disposition of a Ship’s Company,” in Bromley,
Manning of the Royal Navy, 350.
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found among the ranks of the landsmen in the waist. While watches acted to build
sub-units of labor within the community of a ship, they also served to promote inequality
among the seamen by dividing men along lines of skill.

Conclusion
Shipboard divisions by class were not the unique product of a maritime culture.
The commissioned officers and seamen continued to reproduce the class relationships and
divisions that existed in land-based British society. Life at sea did not promote any sense
of class equality between the patrician officers and their plebeian seamen. Charles
Pemberton, who served at sea during the Napoleonic era, described the great pains the

patricians would take to keep class distinctions alive,

An English officer will respect his station though he be locked up ina
cupboard six feet by four, for a month with a private: he is cautious against
the leveling of distinctions at all times and in all places. He would be
irremediably contaminated if he kneeled on the same hassock, at a prayer,
in a church, with a man in the ranks. 142

Reproducing the material differences and cultural divisions that class rested upon and
consisted of, the commissioned officers of the patrician classes easily transported their
right to rule to sea. As we will see in Chapter 2, the failure of the patrician classes to
alleviate the material grievances of their plebeian seamen provided the motivational base
for many of the mutineers.

The personnel organization on a ship served to maximize the seamanship and
combat abilities of the complement of a ship. The variety of tasks required a specialization
of labor not generally found in land-based military activities or even in land-based civilian

142pemberton, The Autobiography of Pel, Verjuice,151-152.
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enterprises. The rating of every person among the complement provided the captain with
an skill-based form of identification that allowed him to organize his crew for the highest
levels of efficiency. As, on average, just under half their maritime labor force was
semi-skilled or unskilled, captains had to make decisions about which units of labor
(watches) to assign men. Realizing that some areas of shipboard operation required far
greater levels of skill, the captains made functional choices and assigned the skilled men to
the tops, the forecastle, and as leaders of the other watches. The less skilled men found
themselves concentrated in areas of the ship that required less maritime skill, and further
reduced in status by the mess system which created fictive families for the seamen based
on skill. Despite the equality of their members, the messes further divided the seamen by
skill due to the way the mess system organized men generally along the lines of their
watches. The functional process created two mutually supporting skill-based hierarchies
among the seamen: by rating and by watch.

Just as class hierarchies divided the men of a ship during the mutinies of 1797,
divisions by skill among the working-class seamen created divisions rather than unity. As
Chapter 3 will show, these hierarchies of skill among seamen of the Royal Navy also
provided the base for a tradition of maritime masculinity, based on skill with the additions
of individual bravery and national loyalty. Chapter 4 will examine how the hierarchies of
individual and collective (watch) skill came to define the most skilled seamen as having the
greatest influence among their peers. While men constructed “peculiar” laws to help them
survive at sea, they never escaped the hierarchical visions of society that all members of
the maritime community had previously experienced on shore. The divisions of class that
the seamen brought with them from home and their interpretations of skill developed at
sea shaped their understandings of the world around them, ultimately limiting and guiding
their actions and the outcomes of the mutinies of 1797.
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CHAPTER 2

“We Are A Neglected Set”

The Material Grievances of the Seamen

Introduction

For the past two hundred years, authors have presented life at sea during the age
of sail as one of adventure and excitement. Whether the invented tales of young
Hornblower or the historically based accounts of Nelson and his victory at Trafalgar, these
writers have emphasized romantic visions of battle and ignored the hard material realities
of life at sea. Escapist middle-class readers in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
have had little interest in descriptions of bad food or foul smelling gun decks. Instead, they
yearned for tales of military glory and the nationalist pride found in the defeat of French
usurpers, those who sought to overthrow all that was good and English.! For the common
seamen, however, the reality of the material conditions at sea presented a harsher picture.
Charles Pemberton, a seaman from 1806 to 1814, described his attitude toward the rosy
portrayals of life at sea found in works of nautical fiction penned by middle-class authors ,
“Were common sailors to write, truly and thinkingly, for themselves, oh! their drama
wouid a very gloomy one, ... Truth would have presented a different and a disgusting
picture”.2 At the heart of the 1797 mutinies lay the seamen’s demands for relief from the
Admiralty for their material privations.

|Behrman, Victorian Myths of the Sea, 57-76, 91-107.
2pemberton, The Autobiography of Pel. Verjuice, 211-212.
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The uneasy British patrician-plebeian social equilibrium operated at sea as well in
the seamen’s use of a maritime version of the patrician-plebeian social compact, which in
many ways resembled the anti-capitalist “moral economy” of the plebeians ashore.
Scholars have applied the term “moral economy™ to popular acts of resistance based on
rituals and customary usages supported by community sanctions and actions. E.P.
Thompson’s definition of “moral economy” included the additional factors of resistance to
capitalism and famine which the definitions of moral economy by other scholars have
ignored.3 While the seamen were informed by a legitimizing belief that they were
defending traditional rights or customs, that they were supported by a wider consensus of
the community, and that this consensus provided a motive for them that overrode fear and
deference, their demands had neither the “moral” charge of people facing famine nor
hostility to Smithian free-market ideologies.* While rooted in the same beliefs and
traditions as “moral economy” riots, the seamen’s demands and actions, were, by
Thompson’s definition, not motivated by a vision of the moral economy, but rather appear
to be derived from the negotiated relationship between the patricians and plebeians found
ashore. The seamen simply demanded that the patricians redress their plebeian grievances
through both material and symbolic relief.

In the navy, the plebeian seamen believed that they were not receiving the
reciprocal grants that the Admiralty owed them under the maritime version of their social

compact. While accepting as inescapable some negative aspects of life at sea, most of the

3E. P. Thompson, "The Moral Economy Reviewed,” in Thompson, Customs in Common,
336-351.

4E. P. Thompson, "The Moral Economy of the English Crowd in the Eighteenth Century,"
Past and Present 50 (February, 1971): 78-79, 95, and Thompson, "The Moral Economy
Reviewed," in Thompson, Customs in Common, 336-351.
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men involved in the mutinies of 1797 harbored material grievances that included on low
pay, inequality of bounties, scale and in some specific cases type of provisions, deficiencies
in medical treatment and stoppage of pay while wounded, as well as the less material but
equally class-based complaints regarding the absence of shore leave. These material
grievances dominated the Spithead Mutiny and acted as a spark to the more politicized
mutiny at the Nore. Had there been no material grievances, neither mutiny would have
taken place. In the seamen’s understanding of their reciprocal relationship with their
patrician officers, the officers had obligations to meet some of these material needs and to
symbolically demonstrate their support through the public theater of symbolic gestures.
When the patricians failed to respond, the seamen followed the general plebeian mode of
action; they resorted to their own counter-theater which began with the anonymous threat.
the petition, and grew to the “theatre of threat and sedition” better known as mutiny.>

In short the seamen’s demands drew on or were informed by a common values
system accepted by many patricians as well. In a letter written to Reverend Dixon Hoste,
Lord Nelson defended the rights of plebeian protest expressed in the Spithead Mutiny
while simultaneously he rejected the more politicized goals expressed in the Nore Mutiny
with, “I am entirely with the seamen in their first complaint. We are a neglected set, and,
when peace comes, are a shamefully treated; but, for the Nore scoundrels, I should be
happy to command a ship against them.”® Lieutenant Philip Beaver, an eyewitness to the

5The Spithead Mutiny resembles the characteristics of the “popular action” as put forward
by E.P. Thompson; being the anonymous tradition, the plebeian countertheatre, the
crowd’s capacity for swift direct action, and the reciprocity of the paternalist-deference
equilibrium. See Thompson, “The Patricians and the Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in
Common, 66-75. The Nore mutineers followed a more revolutionary method to their
mutiny.

6Nelson to the Reverend Dixon Hoste (June 30, 1797) John Knox Laughton, ed., Lcn:xs
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Spithead Mutiny, echoed Nelson’s support for the Spithead mutineers: “They have
demanded nothing but what to every unprejudiced person must appear moderate and
just”.7 Both of these officers condemned senior naval officers for not attending to the
seamen’s demands, hence not living up to their end of the social compact between the
patricians and plebeians. Nelson wrote that Howe’s failure to forward the seamen’s initial
petitions to the Admiralty had forced the seamen to the next level of popular action,
mutiny.® Beaver believed the seamen had been driven to mutiny by Lord Howe and the
Admiralty, and he feared early in the mutiny “that Lord Spencer and the other Lords of the
Admiralty trifle too much and may make matters worse.” As early as 1795, one officer
attempted to remedy some of the seamen’s material complaints. After taking command of
the North Sea Fleet, Admiral Duncan requested, but did not always get, improvements for
his men which included: lemon juice to prevent scurvy, wine for the sick, regular
distributions of tobacco and soap for the scamen, fresh fish for his fleet’s rations,
improved pay for all seamen, more and regular leave for the seamen, enforcing limits on
the number of lashes that could be administered in punishment, and the end of pressing

Squadron (London: Longmans, Green, and Company, 1886), 123 and Nelson to Hoste
(June 30, 1797), Nicolas, The Dispat !
Nelson, 401-402.

TLieutenant Philip Beaver to Mrs. Gilles (April 19, 1797) in Laughton, The Naval
Miscellany.

8Nelson to Jervis (July 9, 1797), Laughton, Letters and Dispatches of Horatio, Viscount
Nelsop, 125.

9Beaver to Gilles (April 19, 1797) in Laughton, The Naval Miscellany.
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men into the navy unless absolutely necessary.!? Despite the actions of these officers and
others like them, before April, 1797 the Admiralty did not heed the seamen’s demands.
The Admiralty, especially Spencer the First Lord of the Admiralty, appear to have
not understood the importance that the seamen placed upon being publicly rewarded by
their patrician rulers through some material grants for their service to British society. As
the social contract renegotatiated at Spithead in May, 1797 shows, the seamen did not
expect the government to grant all of their material demands. Instead the scamen
understood these material grants to be, in one sense, finite material gains, but in another
and possibly more important sense, a symbolic recognition of the value of the maritime
plebeians to British society. The seamen believed that class relations still depended on the
human nexus as well as the cash nexus. Lord Spencer and many other senior maritime
patricians appear to have forgotten this basic tenant of their social compact with the
seamen. Spencer remained unwilling, even after being warned by his subordinates about
the potential threat of mutiny, to ask the government for an increase in the public tax
burden to fund these material improvements.!! After the Admiralty failed to notice the
seamen’s petitions requesting these materially symbolic grants, the plebs used the
counter-theater of mutiny in an attempt to force their patrician rulers to accede to their
primary demand for an increase in pay and their five secondary demands. The seamen
understood the Admiralty’s unwillingness to grant these demands as a symbolic denial of

the maritime plebeian’s worth to society.

10The Earl of Camperdown, Admiral Duncan (London: Longmans, Green, and Co.,

1898), 166 and Neil Duncan, Duncan of Camperdown (Norfolk: Craig-Niven Books,
1995), 92-93.

HSpencer to Captain Thomas Pakenham (December 12, 1796) in Corbett, Private Papers
of George, Second Earl Spencer, vol. 11, 108-109.
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Pay

The seamen regarded the eroding value of their pay as their most important
material grievance. The men of the Channel Fleet, anchored at the Spithead, submitted
their first petitions to Admiral Howe in February and March of 1797.12 In these petitions,
the seamen put forth a single grievance: their low pay. The seamen argued that their low
pay made it impossible to support their “wives and families”; if the Admiralty did not
increase their pay, their dependents could become “burdens to the Parish”. This of course
was more rhetoric than reality as the majority of seamen were single and had no family to
support.!3 They claimed that since the reign of Charles II, the cost of living had risen
thirty-percent while their pay had not increased. Further aggravating their situation, two
years earlier, Parliament had increased the pay of soldiers in the army and militia.!4 A

12The seamen of the Queen Charlotte, Minotaur, Formidable, Royal George, Audacious,
Le Juste, Theseus, Sans Pareil, Triumph, Bellerophon, and Ramillies sent petitions to
Admiral Howe. See Ship’s Company of the Queen Charlotte to Howe (February 28,
1797), Ship’s Company of the Minotaur to Howe (February 28, 1797), Ship’s Company
of the Formidable to Howe (February 28, 1797), Ship’s Company of the Audacious to
Howe (March 4, 1797), Ship’s Company of the Le Juste to Howe (March 6, 1797), Ship’s
Company of the Theseus to Howe (March 8, 1797), Ship’s Company of the Sans Pareil to
Howe (March 7, 1797), Ship’s Company of the Triumph, to Howe (March 7, 1797),
Ship’s Company of the Bellerophon to Howe (March 10, 1797), and Ship’s Company of
the Ramillies to Howe (February 28, 1797), all found in ADM 1/5125, and Ship’s
Company of the Royal George, to Howe (February 28, 1797), Bridport Papers, Volume

VII, General Correspondence Volume V, 1796-1797, Additional Manuscript 35197,
British Library, London.

13While no comprehensive evidence exists regarding the marital status of the seamen, an
examination of the seamen of the Blake in 1808 found that only twenty of the eighty-six

seamen were married. See Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 439-447. Nicholas
Rodger found that during the Seven Years War, most officers and seamen were also

unmarried. See Rodger, The Wooden World, 78-80.

14Als0 naval lieutenants had gotten an increase in pay on September 21, 1796. See
Clowes, The Royal Navy, vol. IV, 157.
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naval song written sometime after the mutiny expressed the seamen’s anger in not
receiving a parallel raise in pay, “Although to the Army they granted more pay, While we
sons of Neptune neglected did lay”.! In the patrician-plebeian relationship, the patricians
had through material grants symbolically recognized the plebeian soldiers but neglected
their seamen peers. Angered by both material and symbolic negiect, the seamen hoped that
their petitions would remind the Admiralty of their neglect of their plebeian subordinates.
The demand for an increase in pay did not end with the first petitions. After the
start of the Spithead Mutiny in April 1797, the ships’ companies of the Channel Fleet sent
petitions, first from individual ships and then by the mutineer collective, demanding that
their wages be increased. At the start of the Spithead Mutiny, the ships’ companies of the
London, the Queen Charlotte, the Mars, the Duke, the Glory, the Robust, the Minotaur,
the Pompee, Le Impetueux, the Royal George, and the Defence renewed their efforts
through petitions that again stated their rhetorical argument that their pay had become too
small to support a family.!6 When the mutineers at Spithead organized into a collective
body, complete with two delegates from each ship, they continued to place an increase in

15«A New Song,” Naval Songs and Ballads, C.H. Firth, ed., (Navy Records Society,
1908), 277-279. Firth believed that the song was written about the end of May, 1797.

16Ship’s Company of the London to Charles Fox, (April 1797), Ship’s Company of the
Queen Charlotte to the House of Commons, (April 1797), Ship’s Company of the Queen
Charlotte to Howe (April 1797), Ship’s Company of the Mars to Bridport (April 1797),
Ship’s Company of the Duke to the House of Commons (April 1797), Ship’s Company of
the Glory to Bridport (April 15, 1797), Ship’s Company of the Robust to the Admiralty,
(April 1797), Ship’s Company of the Minotaur to the House of Commons “(April 1797),
Ship’s Company of the Pompee to Bridport (April 1797), Ship’s Company of Le Impeteux
to the Admiralty (April 1797), and the Ship’s Company of the Royal George to Bridport
(April 1797); all found in ADM 1/107, and Ship’s Company of the Queen Charlotte to the
Admiralty (April 1797) and Ship’s Company of the Defence to the Admiralty (April 15,
1797) both found in ADM 1/1022.
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pay as their primary demand along with five new demands.!” The seamen’s demands for
an increase in pay continued throughout the Spithead Mutiny, and was one in which the
Admiralty and Parliament yielded to them. The fear of not being included in the pay
increase drew seamen a month later into the Nore Mutiny.

Contemporaries, many of them naval officers and some of them eyewitness
observers of the mutinies, testified to the centrality of pay to the mutineers. Captain
Griffith of the London felt the causes of the Spithead mutiny were “the insufficiency of
their pay and provisions”.!8 Lieutenant Philip Beaver, of the Monarch, wrote that the
seamen had mutinied to get their pay increased.!? Rear-Admiral Patton, who as a Captain
had warned the Admiralty of the threat of general mutiny, commented that the “inadequate
state of the pay” promoted the seamen to mutiny.2? Captain Brenton, then a lieutenant on
a ship involved in the Nore Mutiny, believed that there were material roots to the

17The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), Papers of Captain Edward Riou, Papers of the Royal United
Services Institute now held in the National Maritime Museum (hereafter referred to as
RUSI/NM/ER) Section 5, NMM, The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18,
1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197. These are all copies of the same petition.

18Griffith Colpoys, A Letter to Vice-Admiral Sir Thomas Byam Martin, 11.

19Beaver to Gilles (April 17, 1797) in Laughton, The Naval Miscellany. Beaver argued
that the seamen had petitioned to Lord Howe for an increase in pay first and then resorted
to mutiny when their petition seemed to fall upon deaf ears. See Beaver to Gilles (April

19, 1797) in Laughton, The Naval Miscellany.
20Patton, Account of the Mutinies at Spithead and St. Helen’s, 23-25, TUN/212.



120

seamen’s discontent - rising inflation without a pay increase and insufficient rations.?!
Finally the Annual Register noted that for a long time a cause of discontent in the British
military resulted from the “smallness of their pay.”22 The original demand of the seamen,
an increase to their pay, remained the mutineers’ core material grievance throughout the
Spithead Mutiny.

The Admiralty’s lack of attention to the issue of pay before the Spithead Mutiny
contrasts with the importance of the issue and the seamen’s sense of legitimacy in their
demand for an increase in pay. In their petitions, the seamen noted that they had not had a
raise in pay since the seventeenth century, and that increases in the cost of living had
reduced the buying power of their pay by about thirty percent. Most of the scamen’s
petitions claimed that their last raise came either in the reign of Charles I or Charles II;
actually it had come last in 1653 under Cromwell.2> While the seamen got the date of their
last raise wrong, they were correct to argue that the Admiralty and Parliament were
dilatory in providing them with an increase to their wages. In the eyes of the seamen, one
hundred and forty-four years was a long time without a recognition of their service to the
nation.

Based on precedents set by earlier pay increases given by Parliament and the
Admiralty to the seamen, the seamen were roughly one hundred years overdue for a raise.
In 1440, the English crown paid the seamen a monthly wage of six shillings.24 By 1546

21Brenton, The Naval History of Great Britain, 276-277.

22“The History of Europe”, The Annual Register, 207-208.

23Rodger, The Wooden World, 125.

24yntil decimalization in the late twentieth century, one British pound was equal to twenty

shillings, and one shilling was equal to twelve pence, hence one pound was equal to 240
pence.



121

this had been increased by eight pennies to six shillings and eight pence. The pay continued
to rise with monthly pay scales of ten shillings in 1588, fourteen shillings in 1620, and
fifteen shillings in 1631. In 1653, the new pay scales divided the seamen into two ratings:
ordinary seamen who received nineteen shillings a month and able seamen who received
twenty-four shillings a month.25 Between the inflationary mid-sixteenth and mid-seventeen
centuries, the pay of the seamen had basically doubled, while in the century and a half
afterward it Parliament had not increased at all.

Pay in the Royal Navy depended on rank and in some cases the size of the ship one
served on. Admirals and the captains who assisted them as executive officers received pay
based only on rank. Captains commanding ships, however, received differing levels of pay
dependent on the size of ship they commanded. The system of pay differentials dependent
on the size of the ship continued from the captain of the ship down through the petty
officers. The reason for the variation in pay by size of ship had to do with the method of
promotion among the men of these ranks. Captains tended to start command in smaller
ships and get promoted to command larger ships. Warrant officers and most of the petty
officers experienced a similar career progression; once they had reached their specialist
rank there remained no further promotions for them in rank, only prometions to larger
ships. Thus the captain, warrant, and petty officers on a first rate ship of the line would be
theoretically more experienced, hence more skilled, than those serving in a smaller ship.26

These pay scales reinforced the class hierarchies within the complement of a ship.
The pay of the middle and upper class commissioned officers greatly exceeded that of the

25Rasor, Reform in the Royal Navy, 104.
26L avery, Nelson’s Navy, 40, 101.
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plebeian seamen. An Admiral commanding a fleet received over one hundred times the pay
of an able seamen. While not enjoying the high pay that followed the upper-class status of
senior sdmirals, captains were well rewarded. The navy paid the captain of a third rate,
that is an average size ship of the line, over fifteen times more than his able seamen. The
pay of the masters, surgeons, and chaplains, all lower to middle-middle class men,
reflected their near gentlemen status as they received pay equal to or greater than the
lowest element of the ruling class, the lieutenants. Other clear divisions of class existed in
the warrant officers with noticeable pay breaks between the commission officers and the
standing warrant officers and between the two types of warrant officers as well. Within the
ranks of the seamen, wage differentials were small. Able seamen received only a third
more than landsmen and ordinary seamen received but one shilling more per (lunar) month
than the newly recruited landsmen. When the Clerk of the Cheque came on board and paid
a ship’s company, their differences in pay made clear to all involved the class hierarchy
among the ship.
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Table 3

Monthly (lunar) Pay in Shillings?’
Admiralty, Commissioned Officers, and Midshipmen

Rate of Ship Served On
Rank or Rating Ist* 2nd 3rd d4th Sth  6th
First Lord of the Admiralty28 4602
Other Lords of the Admiralty 1534

Admiralty Secretary 1227
Admiral Commanding a Fleet 2800
Admiral 1960
Vice Admiral 1400
Rear Admiral 980
First Captain to Commander 980
Second Captain to Commander 560
Captain to Admirals of the 560
White and Blue
Captain to Vice Admiral 448
Captain to Rear Admiral 364
Captain 560 448 364 280 224 168
Lieutenant 140 140 112 112 112 112
Midshipman 45 40 375 338 30 30

*Includes pay for men when rate not dependent on size of ship.

27Adm1ralty mmmgm(lm), 142, 145-149 Adnuralty, AIable_Qf

(1796), P 258 Library Ephemeral Boxed Collecnons,

Box 274 “Mutiny”, NMM, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 300. Library
Ephemera

23The pay of the Admiralty has been converted from an annual salary into a lunar monthly
wage. In 1797 the annual pay of the members of the Admiralty was: First Lord £3,000, the
other Lords £1 000 and the secretarles £800 See Davnd Steel, StggLs_mgmaLand

for Davnd Steel at h:s Navngatlon Warehouse May 1797)
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Table 4

Monthly (lunar) Pay in Shillings
Wardroom, Gunroom, and Standing Warrant Officers??

Rate of Ship Served On

Rank or Rating Ist* 2nd 3rd 4th Sth  6th
Chaplain®® (@ pay) 280 250 210 125 110 60
Surgeon’! (@pay) 230 220 195 150 140 125
Master 182 168 126 112 102.7 80
Purser 80 70 60 50 45 40
Boatswain 80 70 60 50 45 40
Carpenter 80 70 60 S50 45 40
Gunner 80 70 60 S50 45 40
2nd Master32 70

Master’s Mates 66 60 56.7 478 42 42
Surgeon’s First Mate SO S50 S0 S50 50 S50
Surgeon’s Second Mate 40 40 40 40 40 40
Surgeon’s 3rd-5th Mates 30 30 30 30

*Includes pay for men when rate not dependent on size of ship.

29Adm|ralty, chulamns.andlns:mcmns (1790), 145-149 Admiralty, A.'[ablc.qfﬂagcs

QMand.Eﬁ\mchmn (1796), P 258 lerary Ephemeral Boxed Collectlons, Box
274 “Mutiny”, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 300.

30The base pay of chaplains was 19 shillings a month. Chaplains also got 4 pence a month
from the pay of each man on the ship. Thus chaplains were probably the second highest
paid individuals on the ships. Only the captain received higher pay.

31The base pay of the surgeon was 100 shillings a month, but they also received 2 pence
from the monthly pay of each man.

32Second Masters and Pilots of Yachts, who were paid the same wages, received a set pay
regardless of the size of ship they served on, all other warrant officers were paid according
to the size of the ship they served on.
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Table 5
Monthly (lunar) Pay in Shillings
Petty Officers with Warrants33
Rate of Ship Served On

Rank or Rating It 2nd 3rd 4th S5th  6th
Master at Arms 45 40 375 338 30 30
School Master 375 338 30 30
Master Sailmaker 35 35 35 34 32 30
Cook 35 3 3 35 35 34
Armourer 25 25 25 25 25 25
Cooper 24

33Adm1ralty mmmmm(”%) 145 149 Adm:ralty,AIahlc_Qfﬂag:s

Qﬁm.andfnya&&amn (1796), P 258 Lﬂ)rary Ephemeral Boxed Collectxons, Box
274 “Mutiny”, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 300.
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Table 6
Monthly (lunar) Pay in Shillings
Petty Officers without Warrants34
Rate of Ship Served On

Rank or Rating Ist 2nd 3rd 4th Sth  6th
Captain’s Clerk 45 40 375 338 30 30
Carpenter’s Mate 40 40 36 34 32 30
Boatswain’s Mate 35 35 32 30 28 26
Gunner’s Mate 35 35 32 30 28 26
Yeoman of the Powder Room 35 35 32 30 28 26
Quartermaster 35 35 32 30 28 2
Ship’s Corporal 35 32 30 30 28 26
Yeoman of the Sheets 32 30 28 28 26 26
Coxswain 32 30 28 28 26 26
Quartermaster’s Mate 30 30 28 28 26 25
Trumpeter 30 28 25 25 25 24
Sailmaker’s Mate 28 28 28 28 28 28
Quartergunner 26 26 25 25 25 25
Sailmaker’s Crew 25 25 25 25 25 25
Gunsmith33 25 25

34Admnany mmmmmmms(mo), 145-149 Admnralty, AIablmf_Wag:s

Qﬁ'mr&_and.l!n!alc_s:mn (1796), P 258 lerary Ephemeral Boxed Collccnons, Box
274 “Mutiny”, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 300. Not until the new pay scales
of January 1, 1807, would the petty officer captains of the watches receive a higher pay
scale. A captain of a watch on a third rate received 38.5 shillings a month compared to
33.5 for an able seaman. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 326-327.

35The Admiralty assigned gunsmiths only to first and second rate ships of the line.
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Table 7
Monthly (lunar) Pay in Shillings
Seamen36
Rate of Ship Served On

Rank or Rating Ist* 2nd 3rd 4th Sth  6th
Steward 25 25 25 233 203 20
Able Seaman 24

Captain’s Cook 24

Cook’s Mate 24

Coxswain’s Mate 24

Ordinary Trumpeter 24

Swabber 24

Yeoman of the Boatswain’s 24

Store Room

Steward’s Mate 203 203 203 203

Ordinary Seaman 19

Barber 19

Gunner’s Taylor 19

Shifter 19

Landsmen 18

*Includes pay for men when rate not dependent on size of ship.

Seamen found several pence deducted from their pay for various reasons. First the
chaplain got his four pence from each man for the care of their souls. Then the surgeon
took another two pence from each man for the care of their earthly bodies. Another six
pence went to the Greenwich hospital for the seamen pensioners. Finally the Admiralty
made a six pence deduction from each seaman’s pay for the Chatham Chest, a fund to aid

36Adm.rany Remunmns_and.lnstmcmm(l790), 145-149, Admiralty, AIablmf_Wages

Qﬂ'mm._and_hi:mmmn (1796) P 258 Lﬂ)rary Ephemeral Boxed Collectlons, Box

274 “Mutiny”, and Lewis, A.Smnl.ﬂlsmnmﬁheﬂaw, 300. Only the Stewards and their
mates were paid according to the size of ship they served on.
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distressed seamen. In total, the navy deducted one shilling and six pence from the monthly
pay of each seaman.37 Thus the net pay for the seamen were: able seaman 22.5 shillings,
ordinary seaman 17.5 shillings, and landsman 16.5 shillings a lunar month.

The seamen also wanted to be paid in a timely manner. While the navy’s pay rates
were based on the lunar month, the Admiralty did not disburse their pay every
twenty-eight days. At best seamen could expect the navy to pay them once a year. The
first pay the navy gave a seaman was a two month advance in wages intended to be used
to purchase the seamen’s clothing and bedding. Men already in the navy could expect two
months wages advanced to them before sailing. After that a ship had to be in commission
eighteen months before the seamen would see another shilling. Once a ship had been
commissioned for eighteen months, its ship’s company would receive a lump sum in the
amount of one year’s wages; the remaining six months’ wages were withheld to
discourage men from deserting. The navy then continued to pay seamen every twelve
months until they took the ship out of commission and discharged the ship’s company, at
which time the seamen received their full remaining wages. Ships had to be in a port in
Great Britain to be have their crews paid.38 This policy resulted in ships on foreign duty
not being paid until they returned home and in the regular pay schedule.

Naval officials designed this system both to reduce desertion as they felt men
would not run if they were owed wages, and to minimize financial logistics by issuing pay

Bphemeral Boxed Collectlons, Box 274 “Mutmy” William Spavens, Ih:_Ss:aman.s
Narrative (Louth: Sheardown and Son), 1796, 106-108, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 130,
Pope, Lif¢ in Nelson’s Navy, 256-257, Rodger, The Wooden World, 125.

38 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 48-51, 209.
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only in Great Britain. There is no evidence that the system deterred desertion.3? It only
acted to aggravate grievances when seamen were not paid in what they considered a
timely matter. John Pickering, a seaman on the Adamant, wrote to his brother that both his
ship’s company and that of the Montague had refused to go to sea in May 1797 as they
were owed over twenty months back wages.0 These seamen’s demands were well
founded. The navy paid the ship’s company of the Audacious in March 1797, and then
sent that ship to the Mediterranean for four years. When it returned in 1801, the seamen
received seventy-nine pounds each in back pay; the first time they had been paid in four
years.4! While it was not a specific grievance in their petitions, the seamen of the Royal
Navy remonstrated throughout 1797 because the navy had not paid them back wages they
were clearly owed. When the navy’s Clerk of the Cheque came on board their ship and
paid the seamen it not only filled the men’s pocket with shillings, but also enacted the
visible spectacle of the patricians’ symbolic obligation to the plebs.

Most of the seamen did not mutiny for pay equity with their officers; rather they
hoped to gain better parity with their brethren in the army and marines, and their peers in

the merchant marine. In contrast to the stasis in the seamen’s wages, the army raised the

39In contrast, the 1792 increase in pay for the army appears to have reduced the desertion
of privates. Glenn A. Steppler, “The British Army of the Eve of War”, in Guy, The Road
to Waterloo, 7.

40privy Council, John Pickering to Privy Council (May 29, 1797), “Intercepted Letters
From the Nore” (June 4, 1797), Privy Council June 1797 Miscellaneous, Privy Council
Papers (hereafter known as PC) 1/38/122, PRO. A letter by John Anderson, a seaman on
the Montague, confirms Pickering’s statement. See John Anderson to Ann Bross (June 2,
1797), PC 1/38/122.

41Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 131.
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base pay of its privates in 1792 to eight pence a day.42 In 1795, the army had received
another pay raise, and army privates earned a shilling a day; four shillings a month more in
gross pay than an able seaman,.*3 By 1797, the private’s actual pay after deductions had
improved to less than one and a half shillings take home pay a week or six shillings a
month; a four fold increase since 1792, but far less than the post deduction pay of his
landsmen peers in the navy.#

By 1797, the navy paid marine privates the same wage that the army paid its
privates, that is 1 shilling a day before deductions for food. This was an increase from the
base daily wage of eight pence during the American War of Independence.4> Marine

425 . Fortescue, A History of the British Army, vol. III (London: MacMilllan and Co..
1911), 529. The base pay for an army private was eight pence a day, but the army
continued to deduct two pence a day for clothing giving them a defacto pay of six pence a
day.

43philip J. Haythomnthwaite, The Armies of Wellington (London, Arms and Armour Press,
1994), 269. While appearing to be far more than the pay of even an able seaman, the army
deducted the pay of privates for food and other stoppages. In theory the private under the
1792 warrant received fourteen shillings plus other benefits worth almost four and a half
shillings a lunar month, but his deductions equaled almost seventeen shillings; leaving him
with a monthly surplus of only a shilling and a half a month. Unlike the seamen, the
soldiers had to pay for their own food at the rate of three shillings a week or twelve
shillings a lunar month under the 1792 warrant. The total annual net pay for an army
private in the infantry was only eighteen shillings and ten and a half pence! See Fortescue,

A History of the British Army, vol. I1I, 529.

#4Bryan Fosten, Wellington’s Infantry (1) (London: Osprey, 1981), 16. According to
Fosten, the actual pay received by privates after deductions and paying for the washing of
their laundry left the privates with only 5.25 pence a week or less than 2 shillings a month.
While giving no absolute number, Haythornthwaite describes the pay of the army privates
after deductions as leaving “virtually nothing” extra. Army soldiers seem to have served to
avoid unemployment and starvation as civilians. See Haythornthwaite, The Armies of

Wellington, 61, 44.
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privates, unlike seamen, did receive increases in pay for longevity but not skill; a Marine
private received an increase of two shillings and four pence a month after seven years and
twice that after fourteen years. When serving at sea, the marines did not pay for their food,
but they did have their pay deducted for the Chatham Chest, the surgeon, and the chaplain,
which reduced the lunar monthly pay of a marine private from 28 shillings to 19 shillings
and 3 pence; less than an able seaman’s net pay but more than that of the ordinary seaman
and landsman. 46

When compared to the base pay of their military peers, the experienced seamen
believed that they were under paid. While high pay deductions greatly reduced the pay of
the army’s privates, the twenty-eight shilling a lunar month base pay of the army and
marines privates exceeded that of the most skilled seamen. The seamen’s grievances about
the pay of their military peers seems to have been based on their perceived differences
based on base pay alone.4” In the theater of class relations, the seamen believed they had
been publicly neglected. The government had recently and visibly increased the pay of
both the army and marines while the seamen had gone over a century and a half without an
increase. To the seamen, the government and the navy needed to be seen doing reciprocal

justice for them.

Pennsylvania: Dockyard Press, 1993), 18-19.

46Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 150. Marines serving at sea also had to pay for their bedding
and work clothes.

47These comparisons did not include the various deductions from the soldiers’ and
marines’ pay. In reality, the net pay of the more experienced seamen exceeded their army
and marine peers as an able seaman netted twenty-two and a half shillings a lunar month
compared to an army privates six shillings and a marine privates nineteen and a quarter
shillings.
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Compared to the merchant navy, the pay of seamen in the Royal Navy appears to
have been substandard. In his examination of seamen’s wages among the merchant seamen
in Bristol, Jon Press found that able seamen were paid an average monthly page of thirty
shillings which included food.4 The recollections of seamen who served in merchant ships
confirms these wages. In the late 1780, Samuel Kelly earned sixty shillings a month as an
experienced seamen.*9 William Richardson, a seaman from 1780 to 1819, reported he
earned forty-five shillings a month on a merchant ship bound for Africa, and he also
related that when serving as a merchant seaman in 1789 he had earned sixty shillings a
month.5? Captain Patton had warned the Admiralty of the disparity of the able seamen’s
wages. He found that experienced seamen in the merchant service earned as much as forty
shillings per calendar month.3! Ordinary seamen seem to have fared better in the merchant
service as well; their average wage was twenty-five shillings a month compared to the
navy’s nineteen. The undesired landsman remained the exception; earning an average of
eighteen shillings a month in the merchant service; the same as he made in the navy before

48Jon Press, “The Living and Working Conditions of the Merchant Seamen of Bristol,
From the Creation of the Seamen’s Hospital Fund to the Eve of the Napoleonic Wars;
Based upon the records of the Society of Merchant Venturers of Bristol”, 3 (Ph.D. thesis,
University of Bristol, 1973), 3, Thesis 19 (thereafter referred to as THS), NMM.

49Samuel Kelly, An Eighteenth Century Seaman, Crosbie Garstin, ed. (London: Jonathan
Cape Ltd., 1925), 72.

SORichardson, Journal of the Wandering Sailor, vol. 1, 101-103, 110, JOD/156. When the
ship owner tried to reduce the seamen’s wages to fifty shillings, the seamen struck and

successfully got their wages returned to sixty shillings.
3!Patton, Observations on Naval Mutiny, 5, TUN/212.
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deductions.>2 The contrasts indicate that employers in the merchant service desired men
with maritime skill and were willing to pay them well for their efforts.

Bounties

In addition to monthly pay, seamen enjoyed another source of economic reward.
All men volunteering for service in the Royal Navy received a bounty based on their
rating. Even pressed seamen could qualify for this bounty if they “volunteered” for service
when mustered onto a new ship. Able seamen received £5 (100 shillings), ordinary seamen
two pounds, ten shillings (50 shillings), and landsmen thirty shillings.5 The Royal Navy’s
system of bounties supported the hierarchy of skill in that it awarded men with higher
levels of skill greater material rewards. However, these payments do not appear to have
been promptly made by the navy. In March 1797, sixty-seven quota-men volunteers on the
Eleanor tender had to petition the Admiralty because the navy still owed them two-thirds
of their bounty.>*

52Press, “The Living and Working Conditions of the Merchant Seamen of Bristol”, 3,
THS/19. Press did find that landsmen in the navy made about the same as agricultural
laborers on shore. Adding the value of their found computed at twelve shillings a month to
their pay of eighteen shillings, the remuneration of the navy to landsmen equaled thirty
shillings a month. Citing Frederick Eden’s contemporary research in The State of the

Poor; a History of the Labouring Classes in England (published in 1797), Press found that
in Somerset agricultural laborers earned 24 to 39 shillings a month or averaging in the low

thirties (5-11). It appears that unskilled men would find low wages from any employer.

33Privy Council, “Draft of Proclamation” (June 21, 1797), Privy Council June 1797
Miscellaneous, PC 1/38/121. The original proclamation was dated December 26, 1792.
These bounty amounts can be confirmed by the many ships’ muster books of the era, for

example see Muster Book H.M.S, Mars, ADM 36/12233.

54Quota-men Volunteers on the Eleanor Tender to the Admiraity (March 15, 1797),
ADM 1/5125. The men had been paid one-third of their bounty when volunteering but
demanded the Admiralty pay them the remaining two-thirds.
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The introduction of a quota-system of recruiting in 1795 changed the bounty
system dramatically. Not only did men who volunteered under the quota system receive a
bounty from the navy, they could also gain the much larger bounties offered by each
county or port in its attempt to find volunteers to meet its quotas.>> By 1797, even men
with no maritime experience entering the Royal Navy through the quota system often
received £30 bounties from local governments, six times higher than the highly skilled able
seamen had previously received from the navy. According to one government investigator
the discrepancies in the bounties were yet “another source of discontent”.6 William
Dillon, a junior officer on the Prince George, claimed that landsmen had received bounties
from the quota system as large as £45, and that “These bounties to men who had never
been at sea caused some murmuring among the best seamen of the fleet.” Dillon remarked
that “the old seamen very naturally remarked, ‘Why should they be more favored than us
who have fought the battles of our Country?’”>7 A 1797 a record of bounties paid through
the quota-system demonstrates that most landsmen received bounties exceeding that of the
£5 the navy paid to able seamen. The eighty-four landsmen on the Royal William in
August, 1797 received bounties from the quota-system that ranged from two pounds and

55Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 128. The increase in bounties due to the quota system also hurt
army recruiting as the army could only offer ten guineas against the new larger quota

system bounties. See Haythornthwaite, The Armies of Wellington, 45.

56Privy Council, Alexander Todd to John King (May 17, 1797) in “Letters from Mr.
Graham and Mr. Todd Relative to Proceedings at Portsmouth” May 18, 1797), Business

for the Privy Council, May 11, 1797, PC 1/38/117, PRO. George Banfield, a mulatto
seamen, also gained a thirty pound bounty. See Pickmore, “State of the Case of George
Banfield, a Mulatto” (March 23, 1797), ADM 1/1022.

37Sir William Henry Dillon, A Narrative of My Professional Adventures (1790-1839),
Michael A. Lewis, ed., (Navy Records Society, 1953), 189.
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two shillings to twenty-six pounds and six shillings. These landsmen received an average
bounty of twelve pounds, almost two and a half times what the able seamen volunteers
had previously earned from the navy. While these large bounties had been designed by the
local authorities to attract enough men to fill their quotas, their impact was different sea;
experienced seamen resented their inversion of the system of material rewards based upon
levels of skill. While not a specific demand of the mutineers of 1797, the disparity in the
bounty system violated the maritime hierarchy’s emphasis on skill as the most skilled

seamen did not receive the highest bounties.

Table 8
Quota-System Bounties Paid to Landsmen on Royal William8
August, 1797
(in pounds)

Amount of Bounty Number of Landsmen
2.1t05.0 13
5.1t010.0 21
10.1 t0 15.0 28
15.1 t0 20.0 7
20.11025.0 13
25.11026.3 2

Provisions

The material remuneration the Royal Navy provided to its scamen included more
than money. The navy also provided rations free of charge. By the standards of two

58 Admiralty, P. Parker to Nepean (August 7, 1797), Admiraity In-Letters From
Portsmouth 1797, ADM 1/1024, PRO.
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hundred years later, the food these men ate left much to be desired, but the seamen’s
grievances regarding food revolved generally not on overall quality of their food but rather
its quantity, and in the case of a ship in port, the type of food served.5% The seamen
regarded the food and drink the navy provided them as a real material reward, no different
from their pay. Experiencing their food three times a day and their pay only once a year;
the seamen understood food as the central material experience in their daily lives.

Few in 1797, or anytime thereafter, regarded naval provisions to be anything but
survivable. Samuel Leech described his first experience with navy food, “As our fair was
novel and so different from shore living, it was some time before I could get fully
reconciled to it”.60 Officially, the provisions for each man before reforms in 1797
consisted of the daily basic issue of one pound of biscuits and one gallon of beer or a pint
of wine plus one of three sets of additional provisions. On Sunday and Thursday, the men
received an additional pound of salt pork and a half measure of peas. On Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday, their addition included a pint of oatmeal, two ounces of butter,
and four ounces of cheese. On Tuesday and Saturday, they received simply an additional
two pounds of salt beef. If these were unavailable on foreign voyages, captains could
make substitutions such as a half pound of rice instead of a pint of oatmeal, a pint of olive

oil for a pound of butter, or a half pint of brandy replacing a pint of wine. Also

39The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20", ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUSI/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197.

60Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 46-47.
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substitutions could be made if regular items were unavailable at home: for example three
pounds of beef could replace two pounds of pork.5! While lacking in variety, the specified
provisions could keep a man alive. By 1795, the navy had also begun to issue large
quantities of lemons to the seamen to combat scurvy. Within two years the navy had
switched to limes for reasons of economy, but regardless of the fruit, within two years the
strategy had succeeded to the point that in 1797 there were no cases of scurvy in the
Channel Fleet.52

Compared to the diets of the working poor in 1797, which included little meat and
almost no vegetables, the seamen ate better than many of their peers ashore. In an
examination of the diet at a workhouse in 1794, Sir Frederick Eden found the poor had
meat only on Sunday. Also, given the growing amounts of land scurvy present in England
in the 1790s, the diet of seamen probably “was quite acceptable by eighteenth century
standards”.53 One scholar has argued that in the mid-eighteenth century, the food in the
navy attracted men to naval service, and that the food provided the men with sufficient
calories for their hard physical labor.%4 In comparison, the army private in the field in the
Peninsula (Spain and Portugal 1809-1814) received a pound and a half of soft bread or a

pound of biscuit, one pound of beef or mutton, one pint of wine or a third of a pint of rum

61 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 61-63. By 1806, the only addition to
the provisions was a half a pint of vinegar per man a week. See Admiralty, Regulations

and Instructions, (1806), 287-288.

62Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 206.

63Press, “The Living and Working Conditions of the Merchant Seamen of Bristol”, 13,
THS/19.

64Rodger, The Wooden World, 85-87.
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a day. Missing from their diet were any vegetables.5> While not the finest of cuisine, the
seamen’s food provided them with the basic nutrition to survive, and, in general, better
and healthier food than eaten by many of their plebeian peers.

Preparation of the food fell upon a man in each mess designated as its cook.
Tradition rewarded the mess cooks with an extra portion of grog for their work, but mess
cooks who failed could be either removed or censured by their mess through a court
composed of other mess cooks.56 Each mess cook drew flour and currant provisions for
the entire mess from the purser’s steward and prepared part of these into the duff, a
steamed suet pudding. Each mess cook then presented this duff in a bag to the ship’s cook
and his mate who did all of the actual cooking. The ship’s cook and his mates prepared the
meat for cooking; which involved only the removal of the preservative sait. Cooking on a
ship consisted of boiling both the meat and the duff. Neither navy regulation nor tradition
allowed for any other form of cooking. The ship’s cooks tended, against regulations, to
reward members of the crew with the slush, fat from the meat that floated to the top of the
steep-tubs, to mix with their puddings. The cooks of each mess also drew their men’s
alcohol ration, typically grog, rum mixed with water, at noon, and their ration of wine at
four p.m..57 The seamen and marines seem to have accepted both the monotony and
method of the preparation of their food.

65Haythomthwaite, The Armies of Wellington, 62.

66Nastyface, “Extracts from ‘Nautical Economy of the Forecastle’,” in Baynham, From
the Lower Deck, 46-47.

67 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 137-138, Leech, Thirty Years From
Home, 46-47, Nastyface, “Extracts from ‘Nautical Economy of the Forecastle’,” in
Baynham, From the Lower Deck, 45-46, Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 88-89, Lavery,
Nelson’s Navy, 205-206, Rodger, The Wooden World, 84-87, and King, Hattendorf, and
Estes, A Sea of Words, .154, 356.
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Popular mythology about the Royal Navy has condemned the raw food as typically
rotten and of the poorest quality.98 Yet contemporary records show that in many cases the
navy went to reasonable lengths to provide the ships’ companies with fresh foods. The
Regulations allowed for provisions that had gone bad to be survey by three or more
warrant officers (usually pursers). If bad, the provisions were condemned and could not be
served to the men, but the seamen could not legally refuse provisions before they had been
judged bad by a survey. Ship captains often demanded better rations for their men or
worked to get foods that had gone bad condemned and destroyed.”® For example, a
survey was conducted by three ships’ masters to determine the damage done by rats to the
bread stored on the Princess Royal.”! Captain Montague of the Hector wrote to
Vice-Admiral Peter Parker in January 1797 requesting that a quarantine on his ship be
lifted so the men could again receive fresh food as in seven months of duty they had fresh
meat only fourteen days. They also needed both fresh water and fresh vegetables to ward
off scurvy.”2 Captain Elphinstone of the Queen Charlotte wrote in August and again in

68 john Masefield described the food on a ship as “nearly always bad, and sometimes
villainous.” See Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time, 142. Dudley Pope described the
meat as “sometimes years old” when issued. See Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 87.

69Rodger, The Wooden World, 86-87. Lavery commented that during the wars against
Revolutionary and Napoleonic France there were fewer complaints than expected by
seamen about the food. See Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 206.

70Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 66-67, 71-72, 118 and Lavery,
Shipboard Life and Organization, 546.

71 Admiralty, Captain John Purvis, “Log of H.M.S. Princess Royal"(February 25 to
November 10, 1796, Logs of the Princess Royal and London, PRV/7, NMM.

72 Admiralty, Captain Montague to P. Parker (January 8, 1797), Admiralty In-Letters
From Portsmouth 1797, ADM 1/1021, PRO.
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October 1797 requesting a survey to condemn bad butter and sour beer on his ship.”3 A
similar request by Captain Rowley of the Ramillies concerned bad bread, beef, butter,
cheese, and beer.”® If ship’s captains did not heed their men’s request for reasonable
quality rations crews could follow the accepted routes of plebeian protest. The seamen of
the Bienfaisant took the first step in the accepted forms of protest and petitioned the
Admiralty for better rations. If that failed the seamen could move to swift direct action in
the form of mutiny as did the seamen of the Terrible had done in 1795.75 Ships’
companies expected their captains to live up to their patrician obligation to provide them
with edible rations or face customary forms of plebeian protest.

The major compliant of the mutineers of 1797 regarding food focused not on
quality but the belief in their right to full portions. For many years the Admiralty and Navy
Board had turned a blind eye to the custom of the pursers serving only fourteen instead of
sixteen ounces to the pound of provisions, with the exception of meat which continued to

be issued at sixteen ounces to the pound. No regulation officially allowed for this practice.

73 Admiralty, Captain, J. Elphinstone to Lord Keith (August 28, 1797) and Elphinstone to

Keith (October 4,1797), Channel, 1797-98: General Correspondence, Keith Papers
(hereafter referred to as KEI) 11, NMM.

MCaptain B. Rowely to Keith (August 26, 1797), KEI/11.

75The seamen on the Bienfaisant complained of “bread dust that is not fit for hogs to eat”.
See Ship’s Company of the Bienfaisant to the Admiralty (May 12, 1797), ADM 1/5125.
The seamen of the Terrible, led by a boatswain’s mate, demanded “good bread”. Their
mutiny led to armed violence; their captain called out the marines after the seamen turned
several cannon aft toward the captain. The marines fired wounding five seamen. In the
end, a courts martial ordered nine of the mutineer ringleaders hanged and six men flogged.
See Admiraity, Courts Martial for Irwin, Boatswam s Mate, and twelve seamen of the
Terrible (October 3, 1795), Analysis and dig : iCLi

offences: J-N, ADM 12/24, PRO.
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In theory the men were to receive provisions at the rate of sixteen ounces to the pound.
As the navy held the pursers responsible for the ship’s financial accounts regarding
provisions, the “purser’s eighth”, the missing two ounces, which the navy designed to
compensate them for wastage and provide the potential for some profit if he properly
cared for his ship’s provisions.”® By the 1790s the seamen had begun to question the
legality of this practice. They demanded that their pursers issue the full food rations as
contained in the regulations.

As with other material issues, the seamen looked to their patrician officers for a
remedy to this grievance. On individual levels there seems to be some evidence that some
captains sympathized with their men. William Richardson reported that in 1794, his
captain, Jay of the La Pompte, told his company that “we should have our regular
allowance of victuals as God knows was little enough being only fourteen ounces to the
pound” and Richardson remarked that “everyone in the ship’s company knew that as well
as he.”7’ On the larger stage, the Admiralty and Navy Board seem to have done little
before the 1797 mutinies to rectify this issue as it would have cost the government more
money to issue full rations. The issue became a major point of grievance among the
seamen. In their major petition of April 18, 1797, their first demand, after the issue of pay,
called for provisions to be raised back to sixteen ounces to the pound.’8

76Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 150, Rodger, The Wooden World, 93-94, Lavery,
Nelson’s Navy, 11-116.

TTRichardson, Journal of the Wandering Sailor, vol. II, 35-36, JOD/156.

78The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
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Besides increasing the scale of their provisions back to sixteen ounces to the
pound, the scamen demanded in their petition of April 18, 1797 that they no longer be
served flour and suet in lieu of beef, and that they be served vegetables rather than flour in
any port under a British flag.”® The regulations did allow for the serving of flour and suet
instead of beef, but this could only be done one day a week and for no longer than four
months at a time. According to the regulations, the flour and suet should be made into
puddings by the seamen.30 An amendment to the regulations, at the recommendation of
“some of the eldest pursers of the Royal Navy”, also called for the pursers to provide their
men with a sufficient quantity of vegetables, “roots and greens” when serving them fresh
meat in port. The regulation specified that the pursers were to issue “such a quantity of
greens and roots with it [the fresh meat] as to give sufficient satisfaction to the men.”8!
While no direct evidence exists regarding how widespread the abuses in these two areas

had become by early 1797, the inclusion of this specific grievance by the seamen in their

themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUSI/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197.

"9The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiraity (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUS/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197.

80 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 63-64.

811bid., 202-203. This regulation was listed under the section known as “Additional
Regulations and Instructions Relating to His Majesty’s Service at Sea” and was a
somewhat recent addition to regulations regarding provisions.
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list of major demands points to the belief among the seamen that the navy did not follow
one or both of these regulations.

Medical Care

The third and fifth listed grievances in the Spithead mutineers’ Petition of April 18
concerned the care of sick and wounded men. In the first of these grievances the seamen
complained about the poor quality of medical care that sick men encountered on their
ships and the embezzlement of medical supplies by the medical personnel.82 Like the
demands for specific types of food, no quantitative evidence exists to quantify the actual
scale of problems with medical care in the Royal Navy. In terms of numbers of medical
personnel present among the ten ships in the ships’ muster data base, nine had a surgeon
listed in the muster book with only the Mars lacking one. Only four of ten ships’
companies were short surgeon’s mates and then only one each out of the two or three that
most ships were authorized.33 It seems that the seamen’s point of grievances revolved not

on the presence of their medical personnel but their quality.

82The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUSI/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197. The demand read, “That
your Lordships will be pleased seriously to look into the state of the sick on board his
Majesty’s ships, that they may be better attended to, and that they may have use of such
necessaries as are allowed for them in time of their sickness, and that these necessaries be
not on any account embezzled.”

83The other nine ships are the Clyde, the Glory, the London, the Marlborough, the Queen
Charlotte, the Sandwich, the St. Fiorenzo, the Standard, and the Venerable. This is in
contrast to Lavery’s findings that surgeons were rare in the Royal Navy. He found that in
1797 there were only fifteen in the entire navy, including those on half-pay. See Lavery,
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Evidence for the some ships’ companies’ lack of confidence in the surgeons and
their mates’ abilities comes from the number of surgeons removed by their seamen during
the two mutinies. Those turned out by their companies during the Spithead Mutiny
included the surgeons of the La Nymphe, the Defence, the Pearl, the Terrible, and the
Marlborough, and also one of the Surgeon’s Mates from the Marlborough.84 The ship’s
company of the Marlborough described their surgeon, Mr. Kent, as seeking punishment
for ill men rather than aiding them, and complained that their chief surgeon’s mate, Mr.
Carlow, was equally cruel.85 Another description of a bad surgeon came from the
company of the Minotaur. They complained that their surgeon, Mr. Bell, was unqualified
as a surgeon, he did not visit the sick for two or three months at a time, he was often
drunk while doing his duty, he did not allow sick men their food, and he told them that “A
flogging would do them most good.”#6 During the Nore Mutiny, two surgeons were sent

Nelson’s Navy, 212. In May 1797 there were 538 ships and vessels commissioned in the
Royal Navy of which almost all were authorized a surgeon. See Steel, Steel’s Original and
Correct List of the Royal Navy.

84 Admiralty, “List of Officers that were obliged to leave their Ships between the 7 of May
and the 15th 1797,” Papers Relating to the Mutinies, Papers of Sir Charles Pole,
WYN/109/7, NMM, Admiraity, Captain George Campbell P. Parker (May 8, 1797),
Admiralty In-Letters From Portsmouth 1797, ADM 1/1023, PRO, and “Names of Officers
objected to by the Crews of the Squadron under the Command of Admiral Lord Bridport
viz.”, ADM 1/107. This report lists the following medical personnel removed by their
ship’s companies: Marlborough: Mr. Kent Surgeon, Mr. Carlow Surgeon’s Mate;
Defence: Mr. Delanty Surgeon; and Pearle: Mr. Madden Surgeon.

85Gardner to Bridport (April 15, 1797) ADM 1/1022, Nichols to P. Parker (May 7, 1797)
and Nichols, “A Report of Officers, put on shore by the crew of His Majesty’s Ship
Mariboro’, and now remaining at Portsmouth.” (17th May 1797) both found in ADM
171023, Ship’s Company of the Mariborough to Bridport (April 24, 1797) and “Names of
Officers objected to by the Crews of the Squadron under the Command of Admiral Lord
Bridport viz.” both found in, ADM 1/107.

86Ship’s Company of the Minotaur, “The Grievances of the Minotaur’s Ships Company”
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out of their ships by their companies as well. The Montague 's company removed their
surgeon, Mr. Roxburgh, as they regarded him as “very unskilled”.3” Mr. William Snipe,
the surgeon of the Sandwich, also found himself removed by his ship’s company’ despite
his earlier attempts to warn his captain of the medical disaster that his ship had become!88
We can never know the quality of the surgeons that their crews kept, but the outright
removal of one in nine surgeons by their seamen does suggest a problem with a minority
of the surgeons.

The seamen also complained in the same grievance article about the lack of
medical supplies due to embezzlement by surgeons and their mates. Surgeons who
attempted to maximize their pay found the issuing of medicines to sick seamen an ill
advised venture for themselves as they were financially responsible for replenishing their
medicine chest. Not until 1804 would the navy pay for the medical supplies the surgeons
used.89 Each man paid the surgeon two pence to defray these costs. Of course if the
surgeon issued no drugs, the full two pence were his profit. The seamen of the
Marlborough accused their surgeon’s mate, Mr. Carlow, of withholding medical supplies

not only from the seamen but from the officers as well.?® While evidence is scant on the

(April 24, 1797), ADM 1/107.

87 Admiralty, Buckner to Nepean (May 2, 1797), Admiralty In-Letters From the Nore
1797, ADM 1/727, PRO and Admiralty, Captain John Knight to Nepean (May 27, 1797),
Captain’s Letters 1797 K, ADM 1/2017, PRO.

88Buckner to Nepean (March 25, 1797), Surgeon William Snipe to Captain James Robert
Mosse (March 22, 1797), and Buckner to Nepean (June 5, 1797) all found in ADM 1/727.

$9L avery, Nelson’s Navy, 212-213.
90Nichols to P. Parker (May 7, 1797), ADM 1/1023.
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prevalence of this problem, the Admiralty took the issue seriously and in the midst of the
Spithead Mutiny sent orders to the ships’ captains to prevent medical supplies from being
removed from the ship and to insure that the supplies were used for the purposes intended
by the navy.?! The seamen’s demands regarding both the quality of medical personnel and
the availability of necessary medical supplies played upon the patrician leaders
responsibility to provide adequate care for their subordinates.

The seamen’s fifth grievance regarded the pay of wounded seamen. They
demanded a wounded man’s pay “be continued until he is cured and discharged”.92 While
commissioned and warrant officers wounded in battle could expect to have their pay
continued while they recuperated, the navy did not pay injured inferior warrant officers,
petty officers, or seamen. Only fully disabled seamen received funds in the form of a
disability pension from the Chatham Chest.93 Again the seamen’s demands called not for a
reversal of the social order, only that the most dependent seamen, those wounded, be
financially looked after by their patrician leaders until healed.

91 Admiralty, Nepean to Admiral Adam Duncan (May 1, 1797), Mutiny Papers 1795-1798,
Duncan Papers M1995.2.72, Scottish United Services Museum (hereafter referred to as
SUSM), Edinburgh. Nepean ordered: “That the Captains and Commanders of His
Majesty’s Ships, do strictly enjoin the Surgeons belonging to their respective Ships, not to
take out of the Ship any part of the Medicines or Necessaries intended for the use of the
sick, but strictly to apply them to the purpose for which they were sent on board.”

92The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUSI/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197.

93 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 155-157.
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Shore Leave

The seamen’s final grievance was not material in the same sense as food, pay, or
medical care, but symbolic in that it demonstrated the patrician’s growing lack of trust in
their plebeian seamen. The seamen wanted a chance to “taste the sweets of liberty on
shore”. Their fourth demand called for them to have leave ashore when in harbor. They
wanted to be able to visit their families and friends after months or even years at sea. In
contrast to the common practice of granting shore leave during the Seven Years’ War™,
by 1797, ship captains did not generally give their seamen shore leave. Men remained on
board their ships until killed, discharged for injuries, transferred to another ship, or until
the navy paid the ship off and released all of the ship’s crew from naval service - a rare
event during wartime. Once in the navy, many seamen ended up serving until the
demobilizations at the end of the wars in 1815.95 The seamen realized that the navy would
not allow them total freedom as the Admiralty feared that once beyond the grasp of their
officers the seamen would desert. Aware of the Admiralty’s concerns, the mutineers
offered to remain within fixed boundaries and those who violated these boundaries would
be subject to punishment.?® This demand probably caused the greatest concern for the
Admiralty due to its fear that shore leave opened up a conduit for the seamen to desert.

94Rodger, The Wooden World, 137-144.
95Parkinson, Portsmouth Point, 98, and Pope, The Devil Himself, xiv.

9%The Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), ADM 1/107, The
Delegates of the Fleet to the Admiralty (April 18, 1797), contained in “A Detail of the
Proceedings on Board H.M. Ship Queen Charlotte and Provisions at Spithead Settled to
the Present Establishment July 20”, ADM 1/5125, The Delegates of the Fleet, “The
Humble Petition of the Seamen and Marines on Board His Majesty’s Ships, in behalf of
themselves” (April 18, 1797), RUSI/NM/ER/S, The Delegates of the Fleet to the
Admiralty (April 18, 1797), Additional Manuscript MS 35197.
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Estimates of desertion seem to bear out the Admiralty’s fears to some degree.
Rear-Admiral Patton estimated that in just two years, 1803 to 1805, slightly more than
12,000 men deserted out of a force averaging less than 100,000 men, that is slightly more
than a six percent annual desertion rate. Admiral Nelson estimated that between 1793 and
1802 42,000 men had deserted.” If Nelson’s figures were correct, the navy’s desertion
rate in the war against Revolutionary France averaged four percent annually. While a four
to six percent annual desertion rate may have seemed high to the Admiralty in 1797, it
appears no higher than the desertion rate during the Seven Years’ War when the navy did
grant men short leaves in port. Nicholas Rodger has estimated the rate at which men failed
to return from shore leave during the Seven Years’ War as between three and six percent;
about the same as the regular desertion rate during the 1793 to 1802 period.?® While it
remains unknown whether the desertion rates in the 1790s would have increased had the
Admiralty granted the seamen shore leave; the similarity in the rates of desertion when
men were given leave and when denied it, supports the seamen’s claim that they would not
have generally run in greater numbers, and contradicts the Admiralty’s fears of mass
desertions.

The seamen failed to desert in large numbers because of two possibly reasons.
First, the Admiralty had made desertion a dangerous and risky business by offering

rewards to those who returned deserters to the navy. Samuel Leech, a seaman of the era,

97Lavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, 628, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 143 and King,
Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 15. Patton found of the 12,302 men who had
deserted: 5,662 or 46% were able seamen, 3,903 or 32% were ordinary seamen, and
2,737 or 22% were landsmen. These percentages generally mirror the composition by
rating of the seamen, see Chapter 1.

98Rodger, The Wooden World, 144.
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noted that difficulties of successfully deserting, “Such an attempt would inevitably have
been followed by my recovery, since a handsome bounty was paid for the delivery of every
runaway.” Leech wrote of his resignation to his fate as a seaman for the duration of the
war, “Endurance, therefore, was the only rational purpose I could form.”? Some men did
continue to desert. For example, when the Melampus was in port at Portsmouth refitting,
thirty-one of the crew, which numbered around 235, deserted in less than two months, the
majority of them able seamen. !0 While the departure of the thirty-one men represents a
noticeable loss of the ship’s company, the fact that the other two hundred of the ship’s
company did not desert despite the ease of running from a ship in port. As demonstrated
by this example and confirmed by the loyalist majority among the seamen during both
mutinies, many seamen did not find naval service to be the onerous experience that many
scholars have depicted. While the seamen understood their grievance to be a reasonable
demand for their patrician leaders to grant, the Admiralty believed this demand was far too
dangerous to grant; ships full of discontented men remained a better option to the
Admiralty than what they believed would happen if they granted leave: ships emptied of
men. The lack of shore leave granted by the Admiralty reflected their lack of confidence in

the seamen’s commitment to their maritime social compact.

99 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 111-112.

100 Admiralty, Captain Graham Moore to Nepean (May 23, 1797), Captains’ Letters 1797
M, ADM 1/2134, PRO. The thirty-one deserters included: one quartermaster’s mate, one
caulker, three quartergunners, one boatswain’s mate, sixteen able seamen, three ordinary
seamen, five landsmen, and one boy.
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Conclusion

Despite the claims of some scholars that the seamen’s mutinies mirrored the
modern industrial action with their attempts to produce new rights for the workers!0!, the
demands of the seamen demonstrate that they only asked for the patricians to live up to
what the seamen believed were the terms of the maritime social compact. None of their
material demands called for new gains or a destabilization of the social order. Instead, the
seamen only desired that the navy live up to the system of rewards established through
negotiation over the previous century. Their pay needed to be increased to compensate for
inflation, and that pay needed to be dispensed at reasonable intervals. The food provided
to the seamen also needed to be issued at the full rate stated in the regulations; the seamen
questioned the new practice of reducing their rations for the pursers’ benefit. Also at issue
was the navy’s practice of not feeding them vegetables in port, again a breach of the
regulations. Two further demands concerned medical treatment. The seamen wanted the
competent medical care and medicines the Admiralty had promised them. They also
wanted to continue to receive the material reward of pay when ill or injured in the line of
duty. Finally, they demanded the trust of their patrician leaders. If the Admiralty did not
trust them enough to grant them shore leave, why should they support the system? Liberty
meant not only shore leave but also the broader liberty as true Britons. The seamen acted
conservatively to regain what they had considered lost rights.

Simply put, the seamen wanted to be rewarded for their success as skilled men. At
the heart of the seamen’s demands there existed their desire for the patricians to publicly
and symbolically recognize their service as loyal plebeians. Exacerbating their feelings of
neglect was the government’s recent grant of pay raises to their plebeian peers in the

101 wells, [nsurrection: The British Experience 1795-1803, 79, 98, 108, Neale, The
Cutlass and the Lash, 168, Melville, Billy Budd, Sailor, 54, and Lewis, Spithead, An
Informal History, 152.
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army and marines. Were not the seamen good Britons like their military brethren? On
another level the seamen felt neglected as men. The seamen had developed a system of
masculinity that supported the patrician-plebeian contract between them and their leaders.
The seamen believed that their high levels of maritime skill, bravery in battle, and loyalty
to the King and nation demonstrated their contribution to the social contract, despite their
unequal position in the bargain. The seamen argued that only their skill had kept the
British Isles free from the armies and revolutionary ideas of France. If the patricians would
not live up to their obligation of rewarding the seamen for their efforts, the scamen would
force the issue.

By 1795, it looked to the seamen of the Royal Navy as if the Admiralty would no
longer live up to its obligations to them. Despite the internal warnings by patricians such
as Captain Patton, the Admiraity remained oblivious to the growing discontent among the
seamen. The British government also worsened the situation by rewarding the men of the
army and marines by publicly raising their pay while neglecting the seamen. While some
officers individually attempted to remedy the seamen’s grievances, the Admiralty and the
British government exhibited a general level of neglect and forced the seamen to resort to
traditional methods of protest. The seamen commenced their protest in the anonymous
tradition with petitions in February 1797 to Admiral Howe, their fleet’s commander. When
these petitions failed to gain redress, the seamen demonstrated their capacity for swift
direct action in the form of with the Spithead Mutiny which began in April 1797.

The Admiraity’s delay in responding to the seamen’s demands provoked the
seamen in the Spithcad Mutiny and provided the spark for the Nore Mutiny. Had the
Admiralty heeded the warnings of Captain Patton and publicly demonstrated their support
for the seamen both mutinies may have been averted. As their actions in the Spithead
Mutiny demonstrate, the seamen did not expect every material demand to be met fully.
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Instead they sought a reassurance from their patrician leaders in the public theater of
politics, that they would provide some material relief and, more importantly, acknowledge
the contributions of the seamen as an essential part of British society and their value as
men. As we will see, the faltering of the Admiralty not only encouraged mutiny but also
gave credence among some of the seamen to a new masculinity identity; one which sought
to repudiate the wider social compact by abolishing privilege by birth and replacing it with
a society in which all men would compete among as political equals. By ignoring their
patrician obligations, the Admiralty inadvertently encouraged a republican revolution.
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CHAPTER 3

“The Seaman Feels Him-self a Man”

Plebeian Maritime Manhood

[ntroduction
In his novel, Poor Jack, Captain Frederick Marryat! provided a patrician’s view of
the seamen’s limited intellectual capacity. One character, a long retired seaman named

Jack, described to his son, Tom, the seamen’s lack of self-reflection:

‘Why, Tom, I can’t say that I thought so; for the fact is, I didn’t think about it:
indeed, I thought about nothing. Sailors afloat have little time to think: they can’t
think when it’s their watch on deck, for they are too busy; nor at their watch
below, for they’re too tired; nor at meal times, for they must look after their share
of the2 victuals; indeed there is not any time to think on board ship, and that’s a
fact.’

Marryat was not the only member of the patrician class to perpetuate the view that
seamen were incapable of creative reflection or cultural production. Many patricians
viewed the seamen simply as ‘lazy children’ who needed parental supervision.? Lieutenant
John Mackenzie compared seamen to the chaotic forces they battled. “The multitude of
these men are wholly illiterate, their ideas wild, confused and indeterminate as the

IMarryat served in the Royal Navy from 1806 to 1826. In his first three years at sea as a
Midshipman he participated in over fifty naval engagements. Florence Marryat (Church),

Life and Letters of Captain Marryat, vol. 1 (London: Richard Bentley & Son, 1872), 15,
20, 149.

2Frederick Marryat, Poor Jack (London: Longman, Orme, Brown, Green, and Longmans,
1840), 215.

3Dening, Mr. Bligh’s Bad Language, 56.
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elements they have to combat with”.4 Vice-Admiral George Young compared seamen to
the “savages” of New Zealand due to their lack of education.’ Even literate seamen had
problems describing their experiences. Mathew Henry Barker wrote of his peers, “Sailors
have their feelings, and fine ones too, though they cannot always express them.” Thus
most understandings of seamen have been created by middle and upper class observers
who promoted a false image of seamen as free spirited men unburdened with
contemplative thought. The view that seamen did not think about more than their
immediate work and pleasures has tainted scholarly interpretations of the Royal Navy
during the wars against Revolutionary and Napoleonic France.

Missing from previous interpretations of life in the Royal Navy of the 1790s has
been an appreciation of the importance of gender among the maritime world. While rooted
in British culture ashore, the seamen’s experiences at sea encouraged them to create a
distinctive occupational culture that both defined power amongst the seamen and shaped
their class-based interactions with their patrician officers. The seamen drew upon the
hierarchical structure of British society to develop an intra-class hierarchy based on
maritime skill. From this skill based hierarchy, the seamen developed notions of manhood
based on skill, individual bravery, and nationalistic loyalty. These gendered norms of the
seamen’s occupational identity defined actions they considered acceptable and those
considered deviant. Thus the seamen experienced occupational “blinkers” that supported

4John Mackenzie, “Considerations on the Impress Service,” (1786) in Bromley, Manning
of the Royal Navy, 125.

5Vice-Admiral George Young, “Suggestions for Preventing Mutiny in His Majesty’s
Navy” (March 2, 1801), WYN/109/7.

SBarker, Greenwich Hospital, 18.
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and coexisted with class-defined boundaries of legitimate agency as plebeians. These
collectively defined limits of acceptable contestation shaped the mutineers’ actions during
the mutinies of 1797.

My understanding of the maritime occupational “community” is informed by some
of David Sabean’s definitions of community contained in his study of early modern
German villages. Sabean accepts that communities did not possess unified “goals,
purposes, or ends”.” Instead he defines communities as dependent on “mediations and
reciprocities”. These “mediated relationships” defined “access to resources, the
apportionment of rights and claims, and the acceptance of obligations™ which bound
together the community. Community was also the result of historical process instead of an
“unchanging structure”. Sabean’s definition of “reciprocities” revolves around not on the
psychodynamics of individuals but instead on “how the person is constituted by his
position within a matrix of relations”. Central to Sabean’s approach is an understanding of
how the individual was constituted through social relations and how they were “imagined
and given structure.” In this web of imagined social relationships, the “enemy” is not
always the outsider but often “one’s equals, those people whom it is necessary to

cooperate with in order to survive but with whom one is in the greatest competition.”8

7For another argument against the belief that communities produced unity and harmony
see Lucy Taksa “Defining the Field,” History and Communities: A Preliminary Survey,
(Proceedings of the Community History Program, Seminar, University of New South
Wales, June 1989), 11-27.

SDavid Warren Sabean, Power in the Blood: Popular Culture and Village Discourse in
Early Modern Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 27-36. Sabean
rejects the use of psychological approaches, arguing “there are serious objections to the
notion that we can reconstruct the emotional life of individuals as they experienced it”.
(30)



156

Given the communal creation and contestation of the seamen’s occupational identity,
Sabean’s theoretical framework can aid in understanding how the seamen’s definitions of
power created divisions amongst themselves.

The gendered division among the seamen is an example of Sabean’s observation of
the often divided nature of communities and the struggles for power within them. The
mediation and apportionment of power at sea came not through property, as in the case of
German villagers, but through skill. While their officers’ class-power was premised on
possession of large material resources, amongst the seamen there was no substantial
difference in material resources to differentiate or rank them. Instead skill was their
property. Seamen used skill, much like Sabean’s German peasants used property, to define
a man’s position in their social hierarchy and to justify their claims to power and rights.
The inequality in the relationships among the seamen pitted the skilled against the
unskilled along a spectrum of power that signified a man’s right to unofficial sources of
power over his peers. Like the German peasants studied by Sabean, the secamen
collectively cooperated in their struggle against their rulers, but they also experienced
conflict amongst themselves in their contestation of power.

Joan Scott’s understanding of gender as power complements Sabean’s belief that
power found its definition in social relationships developed through a historically-specific
series of relationships and culturally produced and contested definitions. Like Sabean,
Scott argues that cultural definitions are not fixed but the products of human relationships
and the societies within which they existed. Scott’s beliefs that “gender is a primary way of
signifying relationships of power” and that hierarchical structures of inequality rely on
gendered understandings support my argument that the seamen’s understanding of
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masculine power derived from a skilled hierarchy that was inherently gendered.? As the
seamen understood it, highly skilled men were in effect more manly. They used their
masculine definitions to create degrees of power amongst themselves. In contrast to the
bi-polar model of the nineteenth and twentieth century British society that defined people
as either masculine or feminine, the seamen’s gendered discourse ordered masculine
power along a hierarchical spectrum that ran from the most masculine to the least. While
the seamen found themselves unified by their class-based material grievances, their
gendered notions of power acted to create levels of inequality amongst them.

The seamen’s gendered self-definition shaped their interactions with their patrician
rulers during the mutinies of 1797. The plebeian seamen and marines supported the
existing social organization both in the navy and ashore. During the mutinies, these men
struggled with their patrician rulers for a renegotiated social compact which yielded them
greater rewards, and during the Spithead Mutiny acted within the accepted boundaries of
both the patrician-plebeian social compact and the unwritten rules of naval mutiny.
Chapter 4 examines the growing counter-hegemonic view of masculinity held by a
minority of the seamen. These men embraced a more radical vision which called for the
abolition of class privilege and therefore sought to overturn the existing patrician-plebeian
social compact. Men favoring this counter-hegemony dominated the Nore Mutiny in
which they sought to incite a revolution against their patrician rulers. At the heart of the
mutinies of 1797 lay a contest between the plebeians and radicals among the Royal Navy
to define the masculine identity of the British seamen and in turn to determine the future

nature of British society.

9Scott, Gender and the Politics of History, 2, 42, 48.
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For the sake of clarity, throughout this work, the two factions of the seamen are
referred to as the “plebeians” and the “radicals”. The plebeians were those who supported
the existing maritime definitions of manhood based on the hierarchy of skill, individual
bravery, and national loyalty. These men supported the general framework of the
negotiated social compact between them and their patrician rulers. During the mutinies
they demanded greater material redress from the patricians, but not an overthrow of the
existing social order. The radicals are defined as those seamen who promoted a
counter-hegemony that continued the seamen’s emphasis on skill and bravery as defining
masculine power, but renounced the social contract and hence the plebeian seamen’s tenet
of national loyalty. While these two terms broadly paint the seamen into two factions, the
existing and counter-hegemonic values represent the ends of an ideological spectrum.
During this period of contestation, individual seamen, including a substantial undecided
element, shifted positions on the spectrum between the plebeian and radical poles as
events changed and modified their views.

Plebeian Maritime Culture
Maritime culture was derivative from British society but uniquely modified to meet
the needs of life at sea. Few men were born at sea. !0 Spending twelve to eighteen years in
Britain before entering the maritime community left a cultural mark on the seamen. They
were products of eighteenth-century British society. As Brian Lavery has commented,
“More profoundly, every seaman, however much he despised landsmen, carried the effects
of the land to sea with him. The vast majority were brought up on shore at least to the age

10In the 5526 men listed in my muster data base, only four were listed as being born “at
sea”.
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of eleven or twelve, so their basic character was already shaped and perhaps their formal
education completed before they went to sea.”!! Life at sea was not an existence in
isolation nor a novel culture. Nicholas Rodger has argued that the navy was part of British
society, not separate from it: “But in its fundamentals, in the ways in which people dealt
with one another and thought of one another, it closely resembled British society ashore.
In the last analysis, the wooden world was built of the same materials as the wider world.”
Commenting on the belief that in the years between the Seven Years’ War and the war
against Revolutionary France the character of the Royal Navy had become radically
different, Rodger warns that “we should still beware of exaggerating the changes of forty
years.”!2 Rodger’s caution about the level of change is born out by the power of the
hegemonic patrician-plebeian contract which influenced the actions of the majority of the
seamen in the mutinies of 1797.

While much of the seamen’s understanding of their masculine identity remained
rooted in the social and political norms of land-based society, they took great pains to
create an occupational identity; one that attempted to define them as deserving plebeian
men and that drew boundaries of power within their ranks. !3 In this sense, the seamen
were a sub-unit of the British plebeian workforce with unique occupational norms
developed to meet the needs of life at sea. Surviving at sea required skills generally
different from those of their land-based peers. In addition, the intimate nature of daily life
in ships promoted a feeling of difference from family and friends left behind on shore. This

ILavery, Shipboard Life and Organization, xi.
12Rodger, The Wooden World, 346.
I3Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 134.
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resulted in the seamen’s creation, within the limits of their power, of the notion of a
plebeian maritime culture. The experienced seamen continued to keep alive this culture
among their junior peers through both daily positive reinforcements such as seamen’s
poems and tales which promoted adherence to their culture and the negative reinforcement
of hazing seamen who violated maritime norms. While the seamen most likely understood
the larger social and political roots of their self definition, its daily reinforcement by their
environment and peers produced a powerful occupational identity.

Contemporary evidence supports the idea that the seamen of the Royal Navy
considered themselves a unique sub-culture and undertook great efforts to create a
separate occupational identity for themselves. Jeffrey Bolster has argued that seamen
promoted “a distinctive identity separate from that of common laborers”. ! Jack
Nastyface, a seaman of this era, described the special identity, the feeling of masculinity
and nationalistic pride, the seamen derived from their occupation:

In contemplating the varied scene of so motley a profession as that of a
sailor ... when steadily pursued and with success, it ennobles the mind and
the seaman feels him-self a man. There is, indeed, no profession that can
vie with it, and a British seaman has a right to be proud, for he is
incomparable when played alongside those of any other nation, !3

From The Log Book or Nautical Miscellany, post-war fiction, comes the description of a
seaman, better known as Jack Tar, as distinct from British society, "Jack, if a true,

thoroughbred sailor, is out of his element ashore”.!6 And while the seamen demanded

14Bolster, ““Every Inch a Man’,” in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women,
154.

15Jack Nastyface, “Extracts from his ‘Nautical Economy’,” in Baynham, From the Lower
Deck, 70.

16 Parkinson, Portsmouth Point, 68.
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shore leave, after years of service at sea they found the shore an alien and unsupportive
land. One nautical poem warned:

Come all you thoughtless young men, a warning take by me,
And never leave your happy homes to sail the ragin’ sea,

For I have ploughed the raging main this twenty years or more,
But now I’m turned adrift to starve upon my native shore.!”

The poem cautioned that after finding themselves immersed in the maritime culture, the
seamen would be alienated from life on shore.

Visual Representations of Maritime Culture
One of the most powerful expressions of the seamen's culture was through their
dress. Sailors took great pains to distinguish themselves visually from other plebeian
workers through an informal dress code. Robert Hay, an impressed sailor of this era,

described the seamen's attire:

...the jolly tar himself was seen with his white demity trousers fringed at the
bottom, his fine scarlet waistcoat bound with black ribbon, his dark blue
broadcloth jacket studded with pearl buttons, his black silk neckcloth
thrown carelessly about his sunburnt neck. An elegant hat of straw,
indication of a recent return from a foreign station, cocked on one side: a
head of hair reaching to his waistband. '8

On land no observer could mistake a seaman for anything else. So successful were the
seamen in their attempt to create an immediate visual identity through their appearance
that many terms for sailors were derived from their clothing. "Bluejacket” comes from the
color of the sailors' jackets. "Tar" is derived from the sailors' canvas coats and hats that

17«The British Tars,” in Firth, Naval Songs and Ballads, 316.

18G.J. Marcus, Heart of Oak, a Survey of British Seapower in the Georgian Era (London:
Oxford University Press, 1975), 225-226. See also Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time,
121, and Rodger, The Wooden World, 64-65 for similar descriptions of sailor attire.
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were tarred to protect against water.!? The seamen themselves created a visual
occupational image; the officers of the Royal Navy played only an indirect part.

Unlike the British Army and most of their European counterparts who had well
defined uniform regulations for their enlisted men, the Royal Navy had no officially
prescribed uniform for seamen until 1857.20 There were, however, uniformed elements on
the ships. Until 1748, the commissioned officers could wear what they wished, but in
1748, the Royal Navy instituted uniform regulations for them.2! The basic uniform for
officers, both commissioned, warrant, and midshipmen, included a blue coat with
distinctive trim and cut to denote the various ranks; as late as 1797 many officers wore
what they pleased contrary to the regulations.22 The uniforms of the officers denoted class
distinctions and the implied right to rule. The other uniformed body encountered aboard a

19 ing, Hattendorf; and Estes, A Sea of Words, 98, 363.

20philip Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy (London: Osprey, 1993), 26 and Lavery,
Nelson’s Navy, 203. In contrast, the French government under Bonaparte, issued uniform
regulations for the seamen of the French navy in 1804. This uniform regulation adopted
general seamen’s tastes in clothing with black hat, short blue jacket, and blue trousers. The
Spanish navy had uniform regulations for its seamen as early as 1793. Again these
regulations followed the general maritime apparel with dark blue trousers, white shirts,
and a blue jacket. See John Fabb and Jack Cassin-Scott, Uniforms of Trafalgar (London:
B.T. Batsford, Ltd., 1977), 61-62, 78.

21Richard Vessey Hamilton, ed., Letters and Papers of Admiral of the Flcet Sir Thos.
Byam Martin, vol. 1 (Navy Records Society, 1903), 118. Before 1748, only a few captains
had required their officers to wear uniforms which were often “a pepper-and-salt coloured
coat with red cuffs and collars”. These regulations were modified in 1767, 1774, 1787,
and again in 1795.

22 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 104-108, Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 15-22, and Fabb
and Cassin-Scott, Uniforms of Trafalgar, 16-33. In 1797, many officers serving under St.
Vincent incurred his wrath for wearing civilian dress. See Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s

Navy, 19-20.
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ship would have been the soldiers at sea, be they marines or army personnel serving on
ships in place of marines.23 The Admiralty required by regulation the wearing of uniforms
by all marines regardless of rank. Marines all wore some version of a red jacket faced
white, white waistcoats and breeches, and a version of a black “top hat”.24 Unlike the
seamen, most marines in 1797 wore their hair in shorter ‘queues’ like soldiers. The leaders
of the Royal Navy used the marines’ uniforms to create a visual distinction between them
and their plebeian seamen peers. In both cases uniforms acted as a visual reminder of
difference.

Although the Admiralty laid down no regulations for seamen’s uniforms, the
seamen worked collectively and individually to create a general “uniform” of their
profession. The types of basic clothing available for seamen to purchase, known as ‘slops’,
along with the seamen’s own preferences acted to create a general style of dress for the
sailors. Mathew Henry Barker, better known as “an old sailor” described the typical

seaman’s dress:

His dress consisted of a blue jacket and white trowsers, a straw hat bound
with black riband [sic] thrown carelessly back upon his head, so as to
display the straggling locks of silvered grey that flowed beneath, and a
black silk handkerchief loosely knotted round his neck, over which lay the
white collar of his shirt...25

23Due to shortages of marines, some regiments of the British Army served on board naval
ships fulfilling the duties of the marines. By the mutinies of 1797, this seems to have
become a rare practice in the fleets at the Spithead and Nore anchorages. See

Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 50-51.

24 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 155-156, Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 45-49, Fabb and
Cassin-Scott, Uniforms of Trafalgar, 35-38.

25Barker, Greenwich Hospital, 11.
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Barker’s description echoes that of Hay, reflecting consistency in the basic items of a
seaman’s attire: short blue jacket, loose white trousers, straw hat, and a large black
handkerchief worn about the neck. This set seamen apart from plebeian men ashore whose
attire generally consisted of long coats, breeches, and stockings. Seamen’s clothes were
known as ‘short clothes’ in contrast to men ashore’s ‘long clothes’. In addition to creating
a unique identity, the seamen’s clothing had developed out of functional needs. Their wide
trousers could be easily rolled up, their short jackets did not have loose tails that could be
caught in the rigging, and their short brimmed hats did not fly off in the wind like a
landsmen’s cocked hat. In colder climates the seamen also often tarred their straw hats to
provide warmth.26 As Jeffrey Bolster has argued, the seamen “affected a costume and
stance that stamped them indelibly as members of the seafaring fraternity.”2

As the Royal Navy forced no regulation upon its seamen, it expected them to
provide their own clothing. Aware that inexperienced men forced into the navy would not
have appropriate clothing and that all seamen on long voyages would need replacement
items, the navy ordered the purser of each ship to provide the seamen with clothing known
as ‘slops’. Seamen regarded these slops as “poor articles with high prices”.28 The
regulations allowed for pressed men to be given credit equal to one month’s pay to
purchase slops clothing or bedding; an amendment to the regulations allowed for any “new

26Marcus, Heart of Qak, 111, Rodger, The Wooden World, 64, Lavery, Nelson’s Navy,
204, Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 26-27, and Fabb and Cassin-Scott, Uniforms of
Trafalgar, 33-35. Trousers had been introduced in the 1720s slowly replacing the

voluminous knee-length breeches worn by seamen at the start of the eighteenth century.

See Haythornthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 26.
27Bolster, Black Jacks, 91.
28 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 116.
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raised men” to purchase slops in the amount of two months’ wages. In addition, every two
months men could purchase slops up to a value of ten shillings.2% Another source of
clothing for landsmen was the Marine Society who issued landsmen and boy volunteers
with a fairly complete set of maritime clothing.3? While slops were generally ready made
clothing, no experienced seamen would be caught wearing them as issued; a real seamen
modified them to separate himself from the lowly landsmen who tended to wear the slops
as issued.

While the navy’s bulk purchase of slops created a basic level of uniformity,
experienced seamen took great pains to improve their clothing as it served as a status
symbol among their peers. Samuel Leech, a seaman of the period, described the hazing a

seamen wearing unaltered slops would endure from his peers, “If he [a seaman] sees a

29 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1790), 49, 71-77. Also the clothing of dead
men could be purchased on credit through an auction.

30The Marine Society, a philanthropic organization that found places for poor boys on
ships, realized that landsmen needed maritime garb before entering the Royal Navy.
During the Seven Years’ War, American Revolution, and wars against Revolutionary and
Napoleonic France, it provided volunteers for the navy with a fairly complete issue of
seamen’s clothing. Starting in March, 1793, the society began to issue landsmen who
volunteered for the Royal Navy the clothing they needed. The Society outfitted 2,249 men
in 1793, 1,686 in 1794, 3,320 in 1795, 2,036 in 1796, and in 1797 through April 13, 1797
and additional 360 men for a total of 9,651 men before the start of the Spithead Mutiny.
This represents upwards of twenty percent of all men who had joined the navy since 1793
given that in 1797 there were almost 50,000 more seamen in the Royal than had been
present in 1793. Given that probably a few thousand seamen died in those four years and
many experienced seamen were pressed without benefit of the society’s clothing issue, it
can be estimated that the society furnished clothing to upwards of a third of the men who
had entered the navy since the start of the war. See Marine Society, Fair Minutes of the

Committee of the Marine Society with an Account of the General Meetings (June 25,
1756 to October 21, 1762), MSY/A/1, NMM and Marine Society, Fair Minutes of the

Committee of the Marine Society with an Account of the General Meetings (June 21,
1790-December 28, 1797), MSY/B/5, NMM.
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poor, ill-cut garment, he will laugh, and say it ‘looks like a purser’s shirt on a handspike.’
These are small matters, but they go to make up the sum total of a seaman’s life, and
should therefore be remedied as far as possible.”3! To avoid being hazed as a “Lord’s
Mayor’s man”, that is a landsmen still clad in his landsmen’s long clothing, seamen tailored
their slop garments and embellished them with additional details such as silver buckles or
extra buttons on their jackets, edging their hats and jackets with lace, or painting the name
of their ship on their hats.32 Pride in the uniqueness of their occupational garb can be seen

in Samuel Leech’s description of his first day in his seamen’s attire:

The next morning I experienced a new gratification, which was nothing less than
being arrayed in a complete suit of sailor apparel; a tarpaulin hat, round blue
jacket, and wide pantaloons. Never did a young knight swell with loftier emotions
when donning for the first time his iron dress, than [ did when in sea dress I trod
the streets of Gravesend. This had always been my highest ambition. The gaudily
dressed soldier never had charms for me; but a sailor how nice he looked!3

In addition to wearing distinctive clothing, seamen aiso seem to have used their bodies as
occupational sign posts.

Professional seamen not only displayed their occupational pride and difference
through their clothing, they used their bodies as well. Seamen often grew their hair long

31 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 116.

32Seamen derisively called landsmen in the navy who still wore their long clothing “Lord
Mayor’s men”. See Wilson, “Remarks on Board His Majesty’s Ship Unite,” 129, 256.
Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 204 and Haythomthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 26. William Robinson,
a seaman, defined “Lord Mayor’s Men” as “a term given to those who enter [the navy] to
relieve themselves from public disgrace, and who are sent on board by any of the city
magistrates, for a street frolic or night charge.” See William Robinson, Jack Nastyface,
Memoirs of a Seaman, Warner (London: Wayland Publishers, 1973) (First published as
William Robinson, Nautical Economy (London: Robinson, 1836)), 26.

33Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 35.
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and tied it in “pigtails”. According to Captain Brenton, who was present at the Nore
Mutiny as a lieutenant, a long pigtail was the sign of ‘thoroughbred seamen’.34 William
Clarke, a marine officer, observed that, “every hue sailor in those days was (whether so
now I know not) especially proud of an enormous pigtail, it was indeed the pride of his
heart.”33 Robert Hay, an impressed sailor of this era, described the seamen's long pigtail as
"a head of hair reaching to his waistband".36 As a two foot long pigtail would take time to
grow, the experienced seamen’s long hair set them apart from their shorter coifed marines
and the landsmen new to the sea. A long pigtail denoted a man experienced at sea thus
implicitly skilled and more masculine.

In addition, tattoos became popular among seamen after Captain Cook’s crew
returned from their voyage to Tahiti adorned with Polynesian tattoos. As many as twenty
percent of seamen may have had tattoos in the late eighteenth century.37 Edward Mangin,
a naval chaplain, observed that tattoos were “common among sailors”. Often the tattoos’
artwork portrayed the seamen’s separation from loved ones on shore or maritime themes.
For example, Mangin recalled a seaman’s tattoo that depicted “a female and a seaman
parting, and a motto beneath ‘Thomas, come home to Ann’”.38 Tattoos and long pigtails,

34 As quoted in Haythorthwaite, Nelson’s Navy, 28.

35William Clarke, Recollections of Service \ :
83-86, Biographies (hereafter referred toas BGR)8 NMM

36Marcus, Heart of Qak, 225-226, 111.

37Bolster, Black Jacks, 92-93. Bolster found that twenty-one percent of the American
seamen who applied for Seamen’s Protective Certificates between 1796 and 1803 had
some sort of tattoos. The percentage for British seamen can be estimated as similar.

38Mangin, “Some Accounts of the Writer’s Situation as Chaplain in the British Navy,” in
Thursfield, Five Naval Journals, 35, and Lewis, A Social History of the Navy, 114-115.
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even more than the distinctive costume, were visual identifiers of a seaman’s profession
and in consequence his identity; only an experienced seaman would have them. In addition
to these bodily markers of a seamen’s occupation, their maritime experiences left cultural

marks on the seamen as well.

Plebeian Masculinity

The seamen’s daily experience of both the skill and class hierarchies that
permeated their lives at sea fundamentally influenced their understanding of themselves as
men.3? The hierarchical ordering of skill in the seamen’s workplace promoted their
development of a masculine hierarchy; one that generally mirrored the skill hierarchy
defined by the men’s rank or rating as well as their watch. This was consistent with
land-based professions in which skill and masculinity were mutually constructed. 40
Bravery in battle was another masculine trait collectively constituted. Individual bravery
marked a man who could be counted on in combat, an important trait given the collective
nature of maritime combat. Finally, in an attempt to fulfill their part of the
patrician-plebeian contract and gain the right to make material demands on their patrician
leaders, the seamen ranked national loyalty, as the third leg of their identity. Shaped by
their understandings of both skill and class, the seamen’s class-based vision of masculinity
defined the seamen’s understanding of themselves.

39K eith McClelland has argued that in nineteenth-century Britain, ““Work’, in the sense of
a job, and the work group were prime sources of a sense of self, of individual and
collective identity for men.” See Keith McClelland, “Rational and Respectable Men:
Gender, the Working Class, and Citizenship in Britain, 1850-1867,” in Frader and Rose,

Gender and Class in Modern Europe, 285.
40Ciark, Struggle for the Breeches, 119-121 and Rose, Limited Livelihoods, 23-29.
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Unlike modern understandings of gender which dichotomize people into male or
female, most in the late eighteenth-century still envisioned gender as a hierarchy and not as
male and female bipolar opposites.4! Thus gendered understandings revolved not around
the differences between men and women, but rather placed people in a hierarchy with the
pinnacle position held by the most masculine and the lowest level held by the least
masculine, often but not exclusively women. Race could also modify one’s position in the
gender hierarchy, as non-European ancestry restricted a seaman’s position in the gender
hierarchy.42 Finally, class created complementary gender hierarchies: men of different
classes occupied positions in their own class-based masculine hierarchies and did not
directly compete with men of different classes. Given their negotiated acceptance of the

patricians’ right to rule, plebeian men did not contest the patricians’ political power.43

41For example, see Robert Nye’s description of the modern bi-polar gender understanding
as an “essentialist view of sexual identity, which has held that the skills, qualities and
affections of men and women inhere in their sex from anatomical and physiological
destiny”. See Robert A. Nye “Fencing, the Duel and Republican Manhood in the Third
Republic,” Journal of Contemporary History 25 (1990): 365-366. For a broader discussion
of gender and working-class history see Frader and Rose, Gender and Class in Modern
Europe, 1-33. Anna Clark argues that between the mid-eighteenth century and the 1830s
and 1840s, gender differences changed to “a shift from a notion of gender as hierarchy to

a notion of gender as separate, complementary spheres.” See Clark, Struggle for the
Breeches, 2

42Bolster, Black Jacks, 74, 100-101.

43Thompson, “Patricians and Plebs,” in Thompson, Customs in Common, 43-44, 71-75,
83-87. Thompson described the plebeians’ inability to challenge the patricians’ right to
rule, “But the larger outlines of power, station in life, political authority, appear to be as
inevitable and irreversible as the earth and the sky. Cultural hegemony of this kind induces
exactly such a state of mind in which the established structures of authority and modes of
exploitation appear to be in the very course of nature. This does not preclude resentment
or even superstitious acts of protest or revenge; it does preclude affirmative rebellion.”
43)
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While men might attempt to reduce another man’s status within their hierarchy, As long as
the plebeians accepted the hegemonic rule of the patricians, gendered struggles for power
across class boundaries remained an alien concept. As Chapter 4 will discuss, in contrast,
the radical men of the plebeian class who rejected the patricians’ hegemony sought to
collapse all masculine competition into a single hierarchy that crossed class lines. Neither
sex nor race automatically limited a person’s place in the hierarchy within their class, their
position was based primarily, at least in the seamen’s gendered world, upon skill.

Many scholars have argued that skill, first and foremost, determined a seaman’s
class-bounded position in the gendered hierarchy. Greg Dening has argued that “The men
had no hesitation in acknowledging a hierarchy of status according to the seamen’s skills,”
while Dudley Pope defined the skilled hierarchy among seamen as their “social scale”. 4
The construction of skill as masculine by sailors was not unique. Anna Clark has argued
that “Artisans’ respectability and independence traditionally derived from skill.4> Also
Laura Tabili has argued, “‘Skill' itself has been defined historically as a masculine attribute
involving mastery of technology, control of metal and machines, physical strength,
autonomy, and empowerment."46 Sonya Rose has posited that in nineteenth-century
England, “Skill and the ability to run large, complex machinery were widely believed to be

“Dening, Mr. Bligh’s Bad .anguage, 89 and Pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 188..

43Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, 119, 122. Clark argued that ‘Skill ... represented a
symbolic capital, an ‘honor’, the possession of which entitled its holder to dignity and
respect as well as imposing the obligation of the proper performance of his craft,” and “the
notion of ‘property in skill,” clearly assumed to be a masculine quality of honor.”

46Tabili, “A Maritime Race,” in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women,
172-173.
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‘natural’ masculine traits.4” Other scholars have argued that seamen equated skill with
unofficial forms of power over others. The experienced seamen used the gendered
divisions based on skill to create what Jeffrey Bolster called "boundary maintenance”
which “delineated privileges, perquisites, and punishments”.*8 According to Dening, these
boundaries were flexible rather than rigid. The seamen contested them amongst themselves
in daily gestures that “marked status and privilege”. Skill created unofficial gender-based
sources of power, “A man could have power without authority. A man could have
authority without power.™? In the seamen’s world, a man’s position in the gendered
hierarchy, his manliness, depended primarily on his maritime skill.

Contemporary evidence supports these scholars’ arguments that the seamen
viewed skill and masculinity as interrelated. A skilled seaman had a high reputation among
his peers.>® Consequently those who were less skilled were viewed by the seamen as less
masculine. Rear-Admiral Patton observed that men inexperienced in nautical skills suffered
a corresponding lack of power, “because landsmen of all descriptions, not excepting
marines, feel a very great inferiority to seamen when at sea.”>! The gunners of the

Excellent worked hard to improve their skills to avoid being labeled inferior or less

4TRose, Limited Livelihoods, 23.

48Bolster, “Black Jacks,” in Creighton and Norling, [ron Men, Wooden Women, 147, and
Bolster, Black Jacks, 75.

49Dening, Mr. Bligh’s Bad Language, 80-82.

50Bolster, “Black Jacks,” in Creighton and Norling, Iron Men, Wooden Women, 154-155.
Bolster describes how Black sailors used skill to gain recognition from their white peers

among early 18th Century sailing crews.

Helens, 24, TUN/212.
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masculine; they believed that, "Pride likewise enters into this matter; so that from one
motive to another these incipient seamen gunners appear to consider ignorance as a
degradation”.52 In a letter to his parents, Captain William Cathcart described the fate of
less skilled men, even one from the ruling classes, who would not learn from the more
skilled seamen, “{the unskilled man] enters on board a man-of-war, he is ashamed to ask
the use of the various blocks, purchases, sails, &c., &c., and pretends to know better than
anybody else; and by that means becomes a laughing-stock of all his shipmates, and by his
self-sufficiency remains a lubber for the rest of his life.”>3 Seamen could also suffer
gendered humiliation if others viewed their entire ship’s company as less skilled. Jack
Nastyface described how seamen disliked being assigned to a blockading squadron, one
that simply sat off an enemy’s port; a duty which seems to have been regarded by seamen

as falling upon less skilled ships’ companies.

One reason why they have a dislike to it is, that they are open to the
ridicule of seamen who may be coming home from foreign stations, as well
as by the girls and people in the sea-port towns, by cantingly telling them
that they would never have the scurvy, or that they might as well be by
their mother’s fire-side, and tied to the apron-string, as merely running in
and out of harbour: and nothing hurts Jack’s feelings more than being
taunted of anything unmanly or inferior.>4

52H.M.S. Excellent, “The Changes in Naval Gunnery and the Beginning of a Scientific
Navy,” in Baynham, From the Lower Decks, 176.

33William Cathcart, “Extracts From the Cathcart Papers: Letters of the Hon. William
Cathcart Captain, Royal Navy,” in Laughton, The Naval Miscellany, vol. I, 280. The letter
was dated September 1, 1799. Cathcart served on active service from 1795 to 1804.
(261).

54Robinson, Jack Nastyface, 102.
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As Nastyface’s comment explains, the seamen’s skill hierarchy had a powerful impact on
them. The most crushing blow to a seamen’s gender identity was to be considered by his
peers, or even worse girls in port, as unskilled which meant unmanly. A line from a
seamen’s poem described the importance of masculine status to the seamen, “Nor
unmanly, nor mean, nor a railer; He’s gentle as mercy, as fortitude brace, And this is a true
English sailor.”5% To be manly was to be a “true English sailor”.

The men of a ship’s company constantly negotiated these boundaries. One method
of boundary maintenance included the terms seamen used to describe their shipboard
peers. While all sailors were known by the popular term "jack"36, seamen in the various
watches of the ship called each other by pejorative names that indicated a gendered
pecking order by skill. The topmen called the afterguard 'silk stocking gentlemen'’ or
'gentlemen's sons'. The afterguard men called the waisters 'Jimmy Dux' or 'farmer’. 57 The
experienced sailors reserved the derogatory term 'lubber or landlubber’ for those landsmen
who had no seaman skills or for seamen who were deficient in their skills.5® Lubber was
probably derived from the term "lob" which meant a clumsy or ignorant person. The
seamen all had negative terms for the marines such as 'pipeclays’, 'guffies’, jollies' and 'the
johnny-toe-the liners’. % Through the use of these negative nicknames the seamen acted to

55“Ballad”, The Naval Chronicle, vol. 20 (July to December, 1809), 50-51.

56King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 212. Originally the term "jack” only
applied to the able seamen who worked on the masts and yards of the warships.

57Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time, 136-137. A 'Jimmy Dux' was a seaman who was
in charge of the livestock carried on board the ship, a farmer.

38King, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 238.

39 Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson's Time, 136-137. 'Pipeclays' refers to the white clay used
by the marines to whiten their belts, probably a slur to the disciplined life of the marines
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maintain the boundaries that their skill and official designations through their ratings and
membership in the ships’ watches established.

Another example of the subordination of less skilled men by those higher on the
seamen’s masculine hierarchy concerned the hazing of the new recruits aboard a ship. New
men with little in the way of maritime skill faced a harsh reception from the experienced
seamen. A seamen’s poem described the professional seamen’s negative attitude toward

the landsmen who lacked maritime skills and experience:

There’s green-horn fellows some on board
Before ne’er saw salt water;

When come to sea, upon my word,

The case with them does alter.

They better know how to follow the plow,
With good fat bacon and cabbage;

When sea-sick too like death they look,
Ready to bring up guts and garbage.%0

As the poem notes, the landsmen’s skills were better suited to the farm than the ship. The
experienced seamen did little to make the landsmen at home. Samuel Leech recalled how
he hazed a newly impressed landsman, Billy Garvy, who demonstrated his maritime
ignorance when he asked ‘And where shall I find a bed sir?”, not knowing that seamen
slept in hammocks. Leech admitted hazing the man but commented, “Poor fellow! what

who could be punished for the slightest defect in their uniform. Seamen called soldiers
'guffies’. Guff was slang for foolish talk or nonsense: thus a 'guffie’ is one who talks
foolishly. A "Johnny-toe-the liners' was another insult based on the marines' role of police
on board the ship. ‘Jollies’ was a term for the Trained Bands of London, an early form of

militia. The term dates from 1660. See Peter C. Smith, Per Mare Per Terram: A History of
the Royal Marines (St Ives, Huntingdon, Cambridgeshire: Balfour Books, 1974), 163.

60~The Jolly Sailor’s True Description of a Man-Of-War,” in Firth, Naval Songs and
Ballads, 236-239.
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was sport for others was pain for him.”%! From the various memoirs and tales of maritime
life, it appears that few men new to life at sea escaped the emasculating tauntings of their
more experienced peers.

The hazing of landsmen did not end with jokes about their maritime ineptitude.
Experienced seamen performed a public ritual that cut the landsmen recruits’ visual ties to
land as well. Mathew Barker, an experienced seaman, observed that when the landsmen
were mustered on the rear of the ship, a boatswain’s mate stood ready with a knife to cut
off the tails of their “long-togged coats, and convar’ ‘em into jackets”.52 William
Robinson related a similar tale, “These poor fellows have a sad time of it, as they are the
derision of the old and more experienced sailors, who generally cut the tails from their
coats, and otherwise abuse and ridicule them.”03 It appears that the hazing of
“long-toggies” had gone on for over forty years. During the Seven Years’ War, a ship’s
captain wrote to Jonas Hanway, founder of the Marine Society, that ‘I found great
difficulty to get the seamen to mix with them [the landsmen], while they wore their land
clothing.’6 Not only did the ‘tars’ demand that a landsman learn their new maritime trade,
he also had to look like a seaman to have any chance of gaining acceptance among their
ship’s company.

In addition to the use of negative hazing, seamen used the positive cultural

reinforcement of “yarning” to educate landsmen to the ways of maritime life. To fill the

61 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 44-45.
62Barker, Greenwich Hospital, 170.

63Robinson, Jack Nastyface, 26.

64C N. Robinson, “British Seamen’s Dress,” The Mariner’s Mirror, vol. II, no. 11
(November, 1912), 325-326.
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hours of boredom when not standing a watch (working), seamen told stories of their life at
sea. These tales served several functions: they served to educate new men into the cultural
values and norms of life at sea; “the signs, institutions, roles, and rights peculiar to

sailors”, became a forum for political discussions, and they provided yet another test of the
experienced men’s position in the masculine hierarchy. One seaman recounted, “the yarns
go round and round and you are not counted a sailor if you can’t keep your end up.” As
Jeffrey Bolster has argued, “Based on first and foremost personal experience, yarns were a
gauge of experience and authenticity.”5> Seamen not only had to demonstrate their skill in
the daily operation of their ship, they had to provide a résumé of their maritime skills
through their off duty personal accounts. While skill and adherence to the visual aspects of
maritime culture seem to have dominated the criteria for success in the seamen’s
masculine hierarchy, two other factors, individual bravery and loyalty to their nation, were
important.

Like their American peers in the Atlantic seafaring community, British seamen
prized courage.%0 George Smith, a seaman of ten years, described the courage of the
seamen of the Agamemnon during the Battle of Copenhagen in 1801, “Our battles
generally had been by a sudden rush into action. But here all was deliberate and on the
mind for days. O, what pale, agitated countenances | saw among the crowd of men on our
forecastle, among the greatest drunkards, blasphemers, whoremongers... Not a man but
trembled, all ready for battle”. Smith also related the confusion and sounds of battle, “I
have never been able to remember anything more, as all our men were at work with their

guns crying out amidst the roar of the cannon, ‘Hold on,’ ‘get ready,’ ‘England forever,’

65Boister, Black Jacks, 88-89.

661bid., 117.
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‘cheer up,” ‘if we are wounded we shall get down to the doctor,’” ‘good by shipmates,’
‘my turn next,” “fight for king and country’ ‘a good drop of grog when we are done,””.67
The officers encouraged men to be brave. A seamen’s poem related their officers’ cries in
battle, “Our captain call’d ‘Don’t be afraid, but fight like men; It shall never be said, my
boys, that we will run from them.””%8 When contemplating why he had fought bravely in
combat, Samuel Leech recounted, “to give way to gloom, or to show fear, would do no
good, and might brand us with the name of cowards, and ensure certain defeat.” Leech
also recalled that the seamen made the “best of our situation, by fighting bravely and
cheerfully.”%9 John Nichol believed that men fought to survive the war. He noted, “We
rejoiced in a general action; not that we loved fighting; be we all wished to be free to
return to our homes, and follow our own pursuits. We knew there was no other way of
obtaining this than by defeating the enemy. ‘The hotter the war the sooner the peace,” was
a saying with us.”7? Besides increasing their chances of survival by fighting rather than
running, the seamen knew that a man who kept his head in combat could be depended
upon by his peers, especially those wounded in battle.

67George Charles Smith, “Memoirs of the Founder of the Seamen’s Mission in 1801,”
Roald Kverndal, ed., The Mariner’s Mirror, vol. 62, no. 1 (February, 1976), 48-49. Smith
took a different turn in life and got out of the navy after finding God. He generally
regarded the seamen and Royal Navy in less than praiseworthy terms so his description
should be regarded as honest rather than romantic.

68"The Greenland Men,” in Firth, Naval Songs and Ballads, 249-252.

69 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 132-134.

0John Nichol, “1774-1783 and 1794-1801, His Service in King’s Ships in War and
Peace,” in Baynham, From the Lower Decks 24.
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A wounded man depended on those who fought alongside him in his duty station;
most of these men were his messmates as well. With no immediate medical support, other
than the ship’s surgeon and their few mates, the wounded depended on their fellow
seamen to take them below if wounded or do the right thing if they faced a mortal wound.
During the Battle of Cape St. Vincent in February, 1797, John Nichol served in his ship’s
magazine and “could see nothing, but I could feel every shot that struck the Goliah”. Not
until the engagement was over was Nichol able to come on deck “to see the effects of a
great sea engagement; but such a scene of blood and desolation I want words to
express.”’! In one battle, Samuel Leech saw a man named Aldrich who had been fatally
and painfully wounded. Rather than let him suffer a painful death, two or three seamen
mercifully threw him overboard to a quick death.”? Leech also tells of two men, Adams
and Brown, who had served together as messmates for several years in the same ship.
Adams’ actions after Brown’s death demonstrated the reciprocal support and devotion

that seamen provided for each other:

It was really a touching spectacle to see the rough, hardy features of the
brave old sailor streaming with tears, as he picked out the dead body of his
friend among the wounded, and gently carried it to the ship’s side, saying
to the inanimate form he bore, ‘O Bill, we have sailed together in a number
of ships, we have been in many gales and some battles, but this is the worst
day I have seen! We must now part!’ Here he dropped the body into the
deep, and then, a fresh torrent of tears streamed over his weather-beaten
face, he added, “I can do no more for you. Farewell! God be with you!’”3

TINichol, “His Service in King’s Ships in War and Peace,” in Baynham, From the Lower
Decks, 24-25.

72Leech, Thirty Years From Home, 130-131. Aldrich had lost a hand and suffered a bowel
wound by enemy cannon shot.

1bid., 145-146.
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As Leech’s adjectives and narrative indicate, Adams, an experienced seamen, had lived up
to his duty to his friend and messmate to his fullest.”

While seamen actively sought the support of their peers through individual acts of
bravery and devotion to their mates, they also sought the support of the patrician class
through overt gestures of nationalism. Through these acts they sought the right to gain the
material rights due them through the patrician-plebeian bargain. The plebeian seamen’s
masculinity stressed loyalty to the leader of the patrician class, the monarch.”> During the
mutinies, those who subscribed to the plebeian definition of manhood became known as
“the King’s party”.’® To be a manly seaman implied loyalty to the monarch and the
patricians, but the seamen seem to have felt a more personal sense of nationalism as well.

As military combatants, most British seamen in the 1790s defined their nationalism
against the “other”, principally the French.”’ Since the middle of the eighteenth-century,
extra-institutional supports for a formalized anti-gallicanism had promoted a ‘manly,

rational patriotism’.”8 Many seamen seem to have internalized this message and saw

741 ewis, A Social History of the Navy, 279. Lewis argued that “This was his essential
loyalty: personal loyaity to his own mates always, and (if they deserved it) to his officers.”

T5For a discussion of patriarchal relationship in the early modern household economy and
the use of the patriarchal metaphor to justify the authority of the monarchical state see
Clawson, “Early Modern Fraternalism and the Patriarchal Family”, 368-373, Sarah
Hanley, “Engendering the State: Family Formation and State Building in Early Modern
France,” French Historical Studies vol. 16, no. 1 (Spring 1989): 4-27, and Sabean, Power
in the Blood, 149-150, 204-205.

76 Admiralty, Charles Bowers, “Testimony” (June 28, 1797), Nore Mutiny Courts
Martials, ADM 1/5486, PRO.

77Linda Colley, Britons, Forging the Nation 1707-1837 (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1992), 4-6.

78K athleen Wilson, The
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France as the eternal enemy and foe of all Britons.” A seamen’s poem boasted, “Never let
it be told, That Britons so bold, Shall stoop to be conquer’d by France.”80 Most seamen
rejected the ideas of the French revolutionaries which threatened the patrician-plebeian
social order they defended. The plebeian seamen accepted their political inequality as part
of the social compromise. One questioned the need for equality, “We can’t all be kings and
commodores, and so what’s the use of grumbling? ‘cause, as Jack says, If you’re signior,
and I’m signior --- Then who’s to pull the boat ashore?"8! A seaman’s poem defended
their nationalistic actions in the face of the radical calls for political equality, “Why what’s
all this nonsense they talk of pother, About the Rights of Man? What a plague they at? If
they mean that each to his messmates’s a brother, Why the lubbery swabs, every fool can
tell that. The rights of us Britons we knows to be loyal, In our Country’s defence our last
moments to spend”.82 The seamen’s nationalism produced a difficult obstacle for the
radicals overcome as it was deeply intertwined with their sense of manhood.

The actions of the plebeian seamen in the Spithead Mutiny and their
counter-revolution in the Nore Mutiny exhibited the consequences of plebeian loyalty.
Plebeian seamen accepted the state’s legitimacy as part of an implicit bargaining strategy
so that they could make material demands upon their rulers. Many seamen’s sense of

1715-1785 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 190-191.
MLewis, A Social History of the Navy, 289-290.

80«Admiral Kepel Triumphant; or Monsieurs in the Suds,” in Firth, Naval Songs and
Ballads, 252-254.

81Barker, Greenwich Hospital, 169.

824The Mariner’s Address to His Countrymen,” The Naval Chronicle, vol. 3, (January to
June, 1800), 136.
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nationalist masculinity did not allow for desertion to the enemy, especially the French.83
Their scope of legitimate action included mutiny for material redress, but not deviation
from nationalist loyalty. As the seaman Mathew Barker related, “What, though we were
mutineers; we warn'’t traitors: if the enemy had put to sea, we were ready to go out and
fight for our king and country to the last gasp; and there warn’t a man in the whole fleet
but what would have cheerfully nailed our colours to the mast, and gone down with ‘em
flying; but then we were oppressed, and every body knew it.”84 George Smith, the
Methodist seaman, described many seamen’s nationalistic convictions through one of his
fictional characters who remarked, “I would have cut off my right arm sooner than have
made a move against my king and country.”85 Another George Smith, a marine on the
Leopard, recalled that his nationalist devotion was so strong that he actually
misunderstood a mutineer’s oath to be one of loyalty to his king. He was also unable to
comprehend what the radicals defined as his oppressed status. When asked what he
thought the mutineers’ oath bounded him to, Smith replied, “To be true to my King and
Country as | had served him many years I could not think anything else. [ did not know
what the bondage was, I was ignorant of the matter”.86 This sense of national loyalty

among most seamen influenced their rejection of the republican ideas espoused by their

83Captain Owen noted that during the Spithead Mutiny, the seamen’s “expression of their
loyalty and affection for their sovereign and country was given at all times with a

warmth”. See Edward Owen, Sir Edward Owen’s Recollections of the Mutiny at
Spithead, 40, CUN/2, NMM.

84Baker, Greenwich Hospital, 147-152.

85George Smith, The Boatswai ore
Seamen (London: W. Whlttemore 1817) 22-23

86George Smith, “Testimony” (June 28, 1797), ADM 1/5486.
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revolutionary seamen peers, and created a major obstacle to the radicals’ success during
the Nore Mutiny. In contrast to the seamen’s emphasis on skill, bravery, and nationalism,

sexuality appears to have played a lesser role in determining masculine status.

Sexuality and Masculinity

In terms of sexuality, homosexuality seems to have played a far less volatile role
than popular myths would have it. Scholars’ developed their interpretation of the navy as
hostile to homosexuals from anti-homosexual views such as those of Edward Hawker, a
nineteenth-century British reformer, who wrote “There is something in the idea of being
humbugged, to use a vulgar but significant expression, against which the mind of every
man revolts.”87 In practice, however, those in the navy did not actively seek out
homosexuals to persecute them. The officers and seamen of the Royal Navy seem to have
tolerated homosexuals as long as they did not disrupt the good order of a ship or the navy
in general. In the courts martial held between 1793 and 1806, the Royal Navy tried only
twenty-one men for sodomy, convicting fifteen of them; an average of slightly more than
one a year out of the nearly one hundred thousand men that the Royal navy mustered on
average during these years.38 Of the men convicted twelve were executed, one was
sentenced to be hanged but reprieved, and two were lashed. Of the convictions three

appear to have been sexual assault, eleven were consensual acts, and the motive for one

Admnta.ltx(London Ellerton and Henderson, 1821), 39

88These actual rates of punishment of homosexuals by the navy challenge Arthur Gilbert’s
assertion that the officers of the navy exhibited a negative “ferocity” toward homosexuals
as reflected in the punishment rates. See Arthur N. Gilbert, “Buggery and the British

Navy, 1700-1861,” Journal of Social History, vol. 10, no. 1 (Fall, 1976), 72-98.
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remains unknown.9 Similarly, in the flogging sample of 2039 offenses, only three men
were punished for sodomy and one for unnatural crimes.?® While the punishments handed
out for sodomy were indeed harsh, the low numbers of men punished raises serious doubt
that the leaders of the navy actively hunted out homosexuals.®!

The evidence is less forthcoming on the prevalence of homosexuality in the Royal
Navy. The term homosexual did not enjoy widespread use until the 1880s; instead the
terms sodomy and buggery were used to denote homosexual acts.92 The actual numbers
of men engaged in homosexual acts remains unknowable, but based on the evidence from
Nehemiah Taylor, the former surgeon of the Jamaica and a man convicted of sodomy, a
gay community existed within eighteenth-century British and European society. The night
before his execution, Taylor related to Chaplain Howell that ‘Sir, this crime is more
general than you are aware of --- there is a society formed for the practice of it! and,

belonging to it, are some men whom the public look up to.” “He proceeded:” ‘In London,

89 Admiralty, “Sodomy”, 1755-1806 Analysis and Digest of Courts Martial Convictions
Arranged by Offences; Si-W, ADM 12/26, PRO. Oddly, sodomy seems to have been only
a crime in wartime as between 1755 and 1806 all the convictions were during either the
Seven Years’ War or the Napoleonic Wars. No man was convicted between 1763 and
1796, including the American Revolutionary War.

90Eighteen more were punished for uncleanliness which could mean sexual acts, but in the
majority of cases, the man was simply unwashed.

91Which again challenges Arthur Gilbert’s assertion that the officers and seamen of the
navy hated homosexuals because they psychologically linked homosexuality with the
danger at sea: “Sodomy was an unbearable vivid reminder, a courting and embodiment, of
the death that accompanied the warships of the navy wherever they went. As such,
sodomy had to be exorcised as ruthlessly as devils, the sodomite had to be killed for
reminding men of their mortality.” See Gilbert, “Buggery and the British Navy,” 89.

92Stark, Female Tars, 117.
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in France, and in the Mediterranean, he had seen the act committed, and it was not
considered a crime’. Unfortunately for Taylor, his act was considered a crime by his
superiors and the officers of his courts martial condemned him to death.”

Among the few maritime personnel whose views on the act of sodomy survive, it
appears that the negligible prosecutions indicate the navy ignored many acts of
homosexuality, however, overt acts of homosexuality were not universally accepted. In
the late 1790s, British government propaganda stimulated anti-sodomite sentiment by
depicting the French as sodomites in contrast to British heterosexual virility.%
Homophobic statements by those in the navy reflected this growing feeling. Nicholas
Tobin, a petty officer, described sodomy as “a very horrid thing”. John Tipper, a seaman,
who found two men engaged in homosexual sex said to one of the seaman, “are you not
ashamed to be laying here in this condition”.%> Captain George Cockburn, then
commanding the La Minerve, condemned Captain Sawyer for homosexual acts as “a
disgrace not only to your profession and your country but to the human race.”6 While
these men expressed outspokenly homophobic views, what the vast majority felt about
homosexuality remains unknown.?”

93Naval Courts Martial”, The Naval Chronicle, vol. 23 (January to June, 1810), 172-173.
The discovery of a sodomitical subculture in London in 1810 seems to confirm Taylor’s

admission. See Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, 154.
94Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, 154. Clark has argued that “The virtue of the citizen

had always been tied to military prowess, but by the mid-eighteenth century it had also
became linked to exclusive heterosexuality.” (143).

95 Admiralty, Trial of John Benson and Philip (June 29, 1797) Courts Martials April to
June 1797, ADM 1/5339, PRO.

9%Morriss, Cockburn and the British Navy in Transition, 34-36
971 have found little evidence to support arguments such as Suzanne Stark’s that “A male
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While some in the maritime community held homophobic views, the evidence
suggests that seamen objected to cross-class violence which occurred in the few cases of
homosexual rape. Violent rape, like excessive or abusive punishment, broke their social
code’s prohibition against the use of excessive force by the patricians. For example,
Captain Charles Sawyer of the Blanche was convicted by a courts martial for both
“indecent familiarities with persons belonging to the Blanche, and not taking public notice
of mutinous expressions uttered against him.” In Sawyer’s case, his acts of homosexual
rape which violated the social compact enraged elements in his crew, including his
lieutenants, to the point that they openly challenged his authority. A courts martial
convicted Sawyer of these charges and he was punished by dismissal from the service. His
heirs were also banned from any military service.’® Another captain who was convicted of
the crime of sodomy found his courts martial board less lenient. A board of fellow officers
found Captain Henry Allen of the Rattler guilty of raping James Bonny, a boy, and Edgar

Woodger, a seaman, and sentenced him to death.?® In 1799 similar charges were made by

homosexual was a threat to the very concept of maleness. He undermined the comforting
belief that men, by their very nature, were profound, virile, strong, and direct. A
homosexual was stereotyped as effeminate; he, like a woman, was superficial, perverse,
weak, and devious.” The eighteenth-century understanding of gender as hierarchical rather
than bi-polar problematizes this interpretation. Homosexual men were more likely to be
seen as less masculine rather than as women. See Stark, Female Tars, 118.

98Morriss, Cockburn and the British Navy in Transition, 34-36, Admiralty, Trial of
Captain Charles Sawyer, Commander of His Majesty’s Ship Blanche (October 18, 1796)

found in both Admiralty, Courts Martials October to December, 1796, ADM 1/5337,
PRO, and Admiralty, “Uncleanness”, ADM 12/26. In the courts martials summary,
Sawyer is listed as having been convicted of “Uncleanness” rather than sodomy. The
victims of his sexual assault were two midshipmen and a black seaman.

9 Trial of Captain Henry Allen (April 22 and 24, 1797) found in both ADM 1/5339, and
“Sodomy”, ADM 12/26.
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two lieutenants, the acting master, the purser, and the master’s mate of the Daphne
against their captain, Richard Matson, but the court acquitted Matson. 190 While the navy
did not actively seek out homosexuals for prosecution, its patrician leaders did punish
other patricians whose sexual assaults violated their social compact’s provision against
excessive cross-class violence.

In contrast to their ambivalence about sodomy, naval officers were willing to
tolerate heterosexual sex, even if the seamen resorted to prostitutes. By the 1790s, officers
were loath to allow men shore leave when their ship arrived in port for fear of mass
desertion, but they did not hesitate to allow some elements of the port on board their
ships. The officers allowed small peddlers in “bumboats” to come alongside their ships.
The seamen could buy not only food and other luxury goods from these peddlers, but also
women who paid them to transport them to the ships. Masses of female prostitutes would
be brought on board to service the seamen. Samuel Leech described the system,
“boat-loads of defiled and defiling women are permitted to come alongside; the men,
looking over the side, select whoever best pleases his lustful fancy, and by paying her fare,
he is allowed to take and keep her on board as his paramour, until the ship is once more
ordered to sea.”!%! For most captains, the only danger involved the prostitutes smuggling
alcohol on board; captains accepted sexual antics as part of the maritime business. 102

Some captains accepted the use of prostitutes in port as an alternative to homosexual

100Tria} of Richard Matson (July 18, 1799), “Sodomy”, ADM 12/26.

1011 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 112-113.

102pope, Life in Nelson’s Navy, 170-174 and Lavery, Nelson’s Navy, 210. Edward
Hawker, the puritanical reformer, claimed that a ship of five hundred men could have as
many as three or four hundred prostltutes on board in port See Hawker, Statement
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acts.!93 Consistent with the patrician-plebeian compromise, officers allowed women,
whether wives or prostitutes, to visit their men in an effort to maintain social harmony by
meeting the seamen’s sexual desires especially since the seamen, and not the navy, covered

the cost of such activities.

The Seamen’s Cosmology

The seamen’s culture excluded one aspect of life ashore, religion. In theory,
religious services were to be part of maritime life in the Royal Navy. The ships of the line
were each assigned a chaplain, all of whom were from the Church of England.!%4 Of the
ten ships in my muster sample, eight did have a chaplain listed in their muster books. 103
According to the later 1806 Regulations, the duty of the chaplain included: *“to perform
with due solemnity the duties of the Lord’s Day, that the ship’s company may be
impressed with devotion: and he is carefully to adapt his discourses to the capacity of his
hearers and the nature of their situation, that his instructions may be intelligible and
beneficial to all who hear them.”!%6 [f a chaplain was not present among the crew, the
responsibility for Sunday services fell upon the captain. William Richardson recalled that
his captain, Sir. R.1. Strachan of the Caesar, read the men prayers out of Church of
England’s Book of Common Prayer for Sunday services. Richardson also observed that as

103S¢ark, Female Tars, 43-44.

1041 avery, Nelson’s Navy, 101-102, 328-329.
1051 of the ships of the line in my muster sample: Glory, London, Marlborough, Mars,

Queen Charlotte, Sandwich, Standard, and Venerable did have a chaplain; the two
frigates: the Clyde and St. Fiorenzo did not.

106 Admiralty, Regulations and Instructions (1806), 243.



188

soon as the prayer was over, Strachan went back to “his old habit of swearing again.”!07
While on the prescriptive level, the Royal Navy appears to have believed that Christianity
would do the seamen some good, in reality Christian devotion appears to have been
confined to the Anglican officers and the few non-conformists among the crew.

The vast majority of seamen evinced no interest in religion. Edward Mangin,
himself a navy chaplain, described the nearly impossible task of being a naval chaplain: “to
convert a man-of-war’s crew into Christians would be a task to which the courage of
Loyola, the philanthropy of Howard, and the eloquence of St. Paul united, would prove
inadequate.”!%8 Samuel Leech believed that amongst the three hundred seamen who
served on the Macedonian with him, only one ‘embraced religion’.1%? The root of much
of this diffidence toward religion remains unknown. Richard Blake, in his examination of
religion in the Royal Navy argued that the lack of religious education many seamen had
encountered in their pre-navy lives on shore had produced their lack of interest in
orthodox theologies. ! '? One contemporary seaman, John Nichol, recalled that his
religious practices faded with time at sea, “At first | said my prayers and read my Bible in
private; but truth makes me confess I gradually became more and more remiss, and, before

107Richardson, The Wandering Sailor, vol. IIi, 42-43, JOD/156 .

108Mangin, “Some Account of the Writer’s Service as Chaplain in the British Navy,” in
Thursfield, Five Naval Journals, 14.

1091 eech, “Extracts from ‘A Voice from the Main Deck’ with an account of the War of
1812,” in Baynham, From the Lower Deck, 92. Leech himself eventually became a
Methodist convert.

10Rjchard Charles Blake, “Aspects of Religion in the Royal Navy c. 1770-1879”,
(University of Southampton, unpublished dissertation, 1980), 18, 77, 87, THS/30, NMM.
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long, I was a sailor like the rest”.!!! While few seamen were practicing Christians, they
did have their own spiritual belief system.

What the seamen did believe in was a vague system, at times monotheist, and at
times rooted in non-Christian cosmology. Seamen believed either in chance or a sense of
Providence. Both views were rooted in the seamen’s experiences in a dangerous
environment, one in which most seamen eventually cheated death. Providence offered
more to the seamen than fatalistic chance as it assumed a benevolent and rational deity that
gave men more comfort in times of fear than fate, which was heedless of human
suffering.! 12 To the seamen, divine or supernatural forces seemed to matter only in times
of danger. Samuel Leech remarked on this inconsistency, “It is strange that sailors, who
see so much peril, should treat religion with such neglect as it is usual for them to do.
When danger is imminent they send up a cry for help; when it is past, they rarely return a
grateful thank-offering.!!3 The danger of life at sea encouraged seamen to believe in a
power that protected them from danger and little more. More organized attempts at
religion often met with open hostility from veteran seagoers.

Some attempt at gaining religious converts were made by groups often stigmatized
as ‘Methodist’. John Wesley had established some Methodist societies in the port towns of
Plymouth and Portsmouth and found some followers among dockyard workers there.
These societies seem to have made some seamen converts but it is doubtful if many

seamen were actually members of the Methodist Church.!!4 One example of a seaman

111 50hn Nichol, The Life and Adventures of John Nichol Mariner, 41.
112Bjake, “Aspects of Religion in the Navy”, 63-64, THS/30.

|13 eech, Thirty Years From Home, 82.
114Bjake, “Aspects of Religion in the Royal Navy”, 203-204, THS/30.
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turned Methodist missionary to the maritime community was George Smith. Smith served
as a seaman from 1792 to 1802 and then attempted a marine ministry.! !5 Smith faced an
uphill battle in his attempts to save the souls of his maritime peers.

Amongst all levels of the maritime community there existed open hostility to the
Methodist approach. First, the officers distrusted men gathering clandestinely for prayer
meetings, a fear that intensified after the mutinies of 1797. Officers were unsure if the men
meeting covertly had revolutionary motives. Officers schooled in Anglican custom
mistrusted both hymn-singing and prayer outside a consecrated building. One Officer
pejoratively labeled the Methodist seamen on his ship, ‘the religious mob’ and the
‘Methodist psalm-singing club’.!!6 Overall, the officers distrusted the Methodists who
challenged one of the pillars of the patrician order, the Church of England. The seamen
themselves offered an even harsher reception to the Methodist message as it challenged
both their cosmology and their ideas of manhood.

To the seamen of the 1790s, religious enthusiasm, especially of the Methodist
variety, betrayed a man’s lack of bravery. Since seamen regarded personal bravery highly,
Methodism became incompatible with being a masculine seaman. George Smith, the
Methodist convert and missionary, recalled his fear of being seen in prayer by his peers,
even in battle, “I looked round for some place where I could kneel and try to pray, as my
father and mother [used to do]. But I was afraid and ashamed to be seen on my knees, as
every man would have ridiculed me, and called out Methodist - which at that time was a

115George Charles Smith, “Memoirs of the Founder of Seamen’s Mission in 1801,” 47.

116B1ake, “Aspects of Religion in the Royal Navy”, 203-204, 210-211, THS/30. In 1821,
a judgment from the Archbishop of York finally legitimized hymn-singing.
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most contemptable [sic] word, and meant coward.”!!7 Seamen accepted that their fate in
battle lay in the hands of either chance or Providence, but to assume a supplicatory
position, especially in time of battle, reeked of cowardice in their eyes. In a missionary
pamphlet designed to convert seamen to the Methodist belief system, Smith,
acknowledged the seamen’s common hostility to Methodism. The fictional seaman Bob
replied to the missionary character, James, ‘what, you are a Methodist lubber, are you?’
and Why, split my jib-boom if I wouldn’t sooner be a loblolly boy, or a Frenchman, than a
Methodist.”! 18 Both terms were harshly negative in the plebeian seamen’s argot as a
loblolly boy referred to an assistant to a surgeon and his mates but is rooted in the word
“lub” which meant a clumsy, ignorant person, hence a man of little skill, and a Frenchman
occupied the lowest rung in the seamen’s nationalist hierarchy. ! !9 Smith’s fictional
seaman Bob, provides us with the sentiments that Smith as a Methodist all too often
encountered, Bob declares, ‘I hate the Methodists as I hate a French three-decker, ... [
should be glad to see them all kick the bucket’.!20 To Bob, the “true blue” seaman, the
Methodists were the enemy as much as the French. As George Smith’s own candid
dialogue from his pamphlet demonstrates, Methodism was as unpopular among the
seamen for challenging their cosmology and their masculine emphasis on bravery in battle

1"7George Charles Smith, “Memoirs of the Founder of the Seamen’s Mission in 18017,
49.

118George Smith, The Boatswain’s Mate, 3-4. On land, some dissenting men found similar
taunts from their co-workers, see Clark, The Struggle for the Breeches, 103.

119K ing, Hattendorf, and Estes, A Sea of Words, 235, 238.
120Smith, The Boatswain’s Mate, 5.
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as it was among the officers who feared clandestine prayer groups were havens for
political subversives.

Organized religion appears to have made little inroads into the seamen’s world.
Their cosmology remained a product of the capricious perils of their maritime occupation.
Despite the chaplains’ attempts to the contrary, the seamen’s spiritual beliefs remained
rooted in a passive relationship with outside forces that simply saved them from disaster.
They saw no need for more formal theological frameworks. If the late 1790s were the
peak growth years for Methodism in England, the seamen of the Royal Navy resisted the
invasion of alien religious ideas much as they had fended off the earlier attempts by
Anglican proponents. In contrast to its significance on land, Methodism had little impact
on the seamen’s class consciousness as few seamen embraced any form of organized

religion. !2!

Conclusion

Despite the belief that “thought about nothing”, the seamen actively worked to
develop and maintain a gendered understanding of themselves as men, and manipulated
their masculine tenets, especially of nationalism, in attempts to force their patrician rulers
to grant them material concessions. Through their gendered identities, the seamen defined
what it meant to be a man and a worker in the maritime world. As the forgoing has shown,
to be regarded as a man by his peers, at sea a man had to accomplish many tasks. First he
had to look the part with the appropriate dress styled in the maritime tradition: no

121For a discussion of the impact of dissenting religions, especially Methodism, on
land-based plebeian culture see Thompson, i i i
386-89, 427-431, 436-440, 917-923. For the impact on gender relations see Clark, A
Struggle for the Breeches, 92-118.
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“long-toggies” would be accepted as “true blue” seamen. Most importantly, men had to
demonstrate their skill through actions or tales, which ranked them on the masculine
hierarchy that developed in the Royal Navy. Seamen valued a skilled man as he could be
counted on to do his work well and not endanger his mates. In the chaos of battle, the men
of a ship’s company also depended on the personal bravery of their peers. Finally, the
seamen professed nationalist loyalties to the monarch in order to demonstrate their worth
to their patrician officers as a means to legitimate their demands for both material rewards
and public recognition of their value to British society. In this collective values system, a
man could not submit to the organized religions of the day. It is less clear, however, how
the seamen viewed homosexuality. While homophobic rhetoric existed within the navy, the
low rates of official punishments for consensual homosexual acts calls into question
whether anti-homosexual sentiment was widespread. A masculine seaman embodied the
traits of maritime skill, individual bravery, nationalist loyalty; deficiency in these left a man
less masculine in the eyes of his peers.

Gender along with the seamen’s understandings of class animated both their daily
lives and their actions in the Spithead and Nore mutinies. How seamen understood
themselves as workers and men limited their actions throughout the mutiny saga. In an
ongoing process, these men had collectively constructed cultural boundaries within which
they felt obligated to operate; deviation from these intellectually defined
self-understandings would have violated their view of what it meant to be a man. The two
mutinies were not animated by spontaneous actions but rooted in the seamen’s own, and

often contested, cultural interpretations of what it meant to be a man.



194

CHAPTER 4
“They Would Have No Government, But Their Own Will”

Radical Maritime Manhood

Introduction

Instead of supporting the hegemonic masculinity that tied plebeian seamen to their
patrician rulers, a minority of seamen embraced the enlightened ideas of political equality
that had been put into practice by the revolutionaries in France. The leaders of these men
were not landsmen brought in through the quota system, but rather generally experienced
seamen who had gained a rough version of enlightened thought from the radicals present
in British society. Inextricable from these new political ideas was a different vision of
manhood which rejected the political subordination implicit in the plebeians’ acceptance of
the social contract. Like the French revolutionaries, they denounced both monarchy and
privilege in general. While pursuing a new political course that proposed a new manhood,
one based on the political equality of all men, the evidence suggests that the radical
seamen and marines did not envision a society of pure equality for all men. Instead they
sought to collapse the various class-based masculine hierarchies into a single hierarchy in
which all men would compete. Their leadership depended on the hierarchy of <kill for
legitimacy as well. They envisioned a society in which all men would have a voice in
politics, hence, they rejected the existing patrician-plebeian social compact. Their rejection
of the social compact and the plebeian seamen and marines’ masculine commitment to
nationalistic loyalty brought the two factions of the seamen into conflict, often violent and
occasionally lethal. While the patricians’ neglect and use of violence, which temporarily
negated the social compact, made many men consider the radical option, especially during
the Nore Mutiny, in the end the radicals failed due to their inability to convert enough
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seamen to their counter-hegemonic vision of which a radical shift in gender identity was a
critical element.

The gendered hierarchy accepted by both the plebeians and radicals also produced
boundaries of power that influenced the courses of the mutinies. First, men’s dependence
upon skill to measure masculine power limited who could claim the right to lead their
fellow seamen. Only those men with masculine power due to skill could claim such a
privilege. This minimized the influence of outside agitators who had no masculine power
among the seamen: aboard the navy’s ships landsmen radical agitators gained only the
most minimal influence as they had no significant level of maritime skill.! Secondly, the
ideas of masculinity that structured patrician-plebeian class interactions made mutiny
possible. Captains had only minimal physical force with which to control their seamen. The
few commissioned officers on board each ship and the poor quality of marines available to
enforce the captains’ will encouraged them to turn to more gendered forms of power.
Captains used the hierarchical arrangement of British society to define themselves as the
“fathers” of their maritime family, their ships’ companies. As long as the majority of the
seamen consented to this symbolic expression of the patrician-plebeian social compact,
captains remained in power. When the majority of seamen defied their captains, the rule of
the patrician officers collapsed. Throughout both mutinies, the rule of the captains quickly
fell when their seamen refused to obey either through plebeian acts of protest or radical
rejection of the social compact. While brute force could be used to sustain a mutiny, the
success of taking a ship initially depended on a small group of scamen’s claims to

leadership and getting enough men to renounce their captain’s precarious class and

I'This stands in contrast to E.P. Thompson’s view that the mutinies were the work of
“direct Jacobin instigation” and that members of the London Corresponding Society and
other “educated ‘quota-men’” infused the seamen with “the language of the Rights of

Man”. See Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, 183-184.
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gender-based power as their father; radical landsmen alone did not have the power to
generate a mutiny.

Gender in the form of masculine hierarchical status and the power it generated
became the most important factor of both mutinies. The mutineers’ goals and actions at
the Spithead Mutiny were the work of the plebeian seamen; they sought only material
redress and patrician recognition of their value as men within the confines of the existing
social compact. They had no revolutionary goals. The different course of the Nore Mutiny
becomes understandable when analyzed as the work of the scamen favoring the radical
vision of republican political equality. They would not settle for mere material gains;
instead they sought an overthrow of the patrician-plebeian social contract. The leaders of
the Nore Mutiny were not landsmen, for the skill hierarchy had excluded lubbers from
claims to leadership; instead the Nore Mutiny was led by experienced by radicalized
seamen, a great threat to those who ran the navy and the country. At the heart of the
mutinies of 1797 lay a contest to determine the masculine identity of the British seamen

and in turn to determine the future political organization of British society.

Radical Maritime Masculinity
During the Nore Mutiny, Charles Chant, a twenty-five year old quartergunner with
almost four years service on the Sandwich reportedly said to another seaman, “damn the
King” repeatedly, and “damn and bugger the King” and “we have done with him, we want
no King.”2 Chant was an experienced seaman who had mustered on the Sandwich in
October, 1793 as an able seaman and had consequently been promoted to the petty officer

position of quartergunner. He most likely had some years of service before 1793 to gain

2Jacob Swanson “Testimony” (July 13, 1797) ADM 1/5486.



197

the skills to be rated as an able seaman; like most radical seamen, he had most likely been
a seaman before he had become a radical. Chant’s revolutionary statement called for the
overthrow of the monarchy and the establishment of a new political order. While a few
scholars have noted the presence of a revolutionary attitude within the ranks of the
seamen,’ none have examined the extent of revolutionary agitation nor have they fully
understood that Chant, like the majority of the revolutionary leaders of the mutineers,
were from the ranks of the experienced seamen rather than outside agitators as many
scholars have posited.4

By 1797, within the ranks of the Royal Navy, a minority of experienced seamen,
like their plebeian peers, had come to believe that the patrician class was no longer living
up to their obligations implied in the social contract. Instead of following traditional
methods of protest to gain redress for their material grievances, these men, influenced by
the ideas of the Enlightenment and success of the French Revolution, sought to cancel the
social contract between the patricians and plebeians. They worked to establish a new
system that emphasized the political equality of all men. In doing so, these radical seamen
rejected the plebeian seamen’s masculine values of loyalty to the monarch and nationalism.

167, Neale, Ihc_(:mlas.tanﬂhs.l.ash.@ andThompson,Ih:Makmg.oﬂhnEnahsh
Working Class, 183-185.

4Neale, History of the Mutiny at Spithead and the Nore, 23-24, 29-31, Michael Lewis, A
Social History of the Navy, 1793-1815 , 124 and again in Lewis, Spithead, 130-133, John
Masefield, Sea Life in Nelson’s Time , 212, note 1, and Christie, Stress and Stability in the
Late Eighteenth-Century Britain, 52, Gill, The Naval Mutinies of 1797, 10-11, 115-116,
310-318, 323, Dugan, The Great Mutiny, 37-38, 64-65, 69, 77, 92, 96, 106, 426,
432-433, 463, and Gerald Jordan, “Admiral Nelson as Popular Hero: The Nation and the
Navy 1795-1805 ”in The Department of Hlstory, U S. Naval Academy, ed., New Aspects
gete osium (Baltimore,
Marvlagd The Nautlcal and Avumon Pubhshmg Company of America, 1985), 111.
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Rooted in Thomas Paine’s notions of the equality of all men, members of the
British working-class began in the late eighteenth century to speak for themselves through
radical politics.3 From 1792-1796, embolden by the notion of the equality of men, radical
reformers strove to achieve political change which resulted in working-class agitation
throughout England. Through the London Corresponding Society and regional
corresponding societies, men of the “lower classes” met to promulgate their ideas of the
political equality of all men. Although formally suppressed by government action and
reduced in numbers by waning interest, after 1796 the few surviving radicals of the
London Corresponding Society continued to operate in a covert manner.5 While the
majority of the radicals were suppressed, their ideas served as a base of intellectual
inspiration for the revolutionary seamen within the Royal Navy.

As Anna Clark has argued, the plebeian men ashore formulated their own
class-based version of radicalism. Middle-class notions of citizenship were based upon the
patriarchal household which defined only free male householders as citizens. Working men
rejected the model that equated the rights of the householder with citizenship, and drew
upon Thomas Paine’s belief in the inherent rationality of humans to argue that all men
should be citizens. Plebeian radicals argued that their skill constituted their “property”.
Paine’s definition of the ration person did not specifically exclude women. Despite this

3Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, 145, and Thompson, The Making of the English
Working Class, 39-40, 95-96, 99-105. As Clark has argued, the radical vision promoted
political equality for men but not women.

6Thompson, The Making of the Working Class, 111-203. The London Corresponding
Society had 550 members present at their August 3, 1797 meeting. Twenty-five of those

present were new members. See Treasury Solicitor, “Meeting of the General Committee
of the London Corresponding Society” (August 3, 1797), Report of the General
Committee, August 3, 1797, Treasury Solicitor 24/11/10, PRO.
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opportunity for women to join the ranks of the radical cause, Clark argues that the
plebeian radicals® emphasis on the fraternal solidarity of their skilled trades and their use of
the masculine rhetoric of civic humanism developed a radicalism that emphasized
masculinity at the expense of female political rights. 7

That is not to say, however, that the ideas of the land-based radicals were literally
transplanted to sea. The transmission of radicalism from shore to sea mirrors the
cross-cultural exchanges between societies throughout the world. Jerry Bentley’s
interpretation of how cultural conversions took place and the limits of conversion provides
a useful framework for understanding the radical vision held by men at sea as well as their
inability to convert most men from the old maritime hegemony to their cultural
counter-hegemony.8 The seamen’s development of an occupational-specific culture to
some extent distanced them from the values held ashore by their peers. Radical ideas had
to cross the cultural divide that separated plebeian seamen from other plebeian workers.
Bentley’s belief that cross-cultural exchanges involve a syncretic process which merged
the old with the new can be seen in the maritime radicals’ acceptance of their right to
political self-determination from the land-based culture while retaining their belief in a
gendered skill-based hierarchy from the existing maritime culture. The radicals amongst
the navy did not completely accept the land-based vision of the equality of all men, but
rather through a syncretic process developed a new understanding that all men were
political equals but socially unequal due to masculine status. Radicalism at sea had

similarities to that ashore but was not a simple transplantation of ideas. The seamen’s

"Clark, The Struggle for the Breeches, 142-157, 264.
8JerryH Bentley, QJd.ﬂmld.Enmumm._Cms&inmaLCnnmuniExchang:s.m
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maritime culture continued to influence their understanding of themselves as men
competing for power in a gendered hierarchy.

Bentley’s model of how cross-cultural exchanges take place offers a useful
explanatory model for the spread of radicalism amongst the seamen and marines. Bentley
argues that “social conversion” occurs in one of three ways: conversion by assimilation,
voluntary association, and conversion induced by pressure. Conversion by assimilation is a
process in which a minority group adapts and eventually adopts the cultural standards of
the majority.? In the maritime world, conversion by assimilation best describes the process
in which men new to the navy gradually adopted the values of the maritime culture. In the
1790s this majority was the plebeian maritime masculine ideal premised on skill, individual
bravery, and nationalistic loyalty. This process of conversion actually retarded the spread
of radicalism as the radical views of landsmen became muted and eventually merged into
the anti-radical plebeian maritime culture.

The second model of transmission, voluntary association, defines cross-cultural
transmission as occurring when individuals willingly accept the new ideas. Bentley argues
that individuals or groups adopt outside beliefs to attain perceived political, economic, or
social gains. !0 This model of conversion helps explain why some men embraced the
radical ideology. They, like their fellow plebeian seamen and marines, believed that the
patricians had failed to live up to their end of the social bargain. The radicals differed from
the plebeians in that they understood the patricians’ neglect as voiding the social
agreement rather than a temporary lapse in compliance. Thus the radical ideology offered
a new solution to their predicament. By challenging the patricians’ right to rule, the radical

9Bentley, Old World Encounters, 6-16.
01bid., 9-11.
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seamen believed that they could directly gain political rights for themselves and indirectly
more economic power through their control of the state. The seamen who embraced
radicalism did so for rational reasons and were not unknowingly subverted by outside
agitators. To those men who believed the old social compact had failed, radicalism offered
them a logical choice which potentially yielded them new power in society.

The failure of the conversion of most seamen and marines to radicalism can been
understood through Bentley’s description of the third form of conversion, conversion by
pressure. Bentley argues that this method of hegemonic change occurs through forced
rather than voluntary means. Conquerors bring new ideas and pressure the vanquished,
either through force or more indirect means, to accept new cultural values.!! During the
Nore Mutiny, the radicals used this method of conversion to build support for their
revolutionary activities. The pressures they used involved threats of violence, violence
through punishment, and the actual use of lethal force against ships’ companies attempting
to defect from the mutiny. While conversion by pressure can bring outward adherence to
the new hegemony, unlike voluntary conversion, it does not imply an internalized
acceptance of the new culture. Bentley argues that this method of conversion has
succeeded but often required several hundreds of years to become accepted, such as the
spread of Islam. The radical mutineers did not have the luxury of time on their side. Thus,
while the overall picture of the Nore Mutiny points to a radical action, the evidence
suggests that the rallying of substantial numbers of seamen and marines to the radical
cause was due more to conversion by pressure than voluntary conversion. Once the radical
mutineers lost their power to force compliance to their counter-hegemony, many men

openly returned to the plebeian masculinity and renounced their support of the

!1Bentley, Old World Encounters, 11-13.
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revolutionary goals of the Nore Mutiny. These three models of conversion help explain
how why some maritime men accepted radicalism, but also how support for radicalism
could rapidly collapse due to the power of the existing maritime hegemony and the
involuntary nature of many converts to radicalism.

Maritime radicalism syncretized the maritime occupational culture’s emphasis on a
gendered hierarchy of skill with the land-based radical demand for working men to have a
political voice. The result was a radical maritime masculinity which emphasized the
political equality of all men while simultaneously assuming that only the most masculine
men had earned the right to lead. While the radicals’ continuation of gendered visions of
power did not challenge the hegemonic maritime relations, their argument that all men, not
just the patricians, had the right to participate in politics did. Gone would be the
class-submissive nature of plebeian men under the old order. It would be replaced by an
understanding of manhood that removed the class divisions between the masculine
hierarchies. Instead of two separate masculine hierarchies, patrician and plebeian, all men
would now compete in a single masculine hierarchy. Radicals stressed their own “virility”
in contrast to the emasculated or feminine aristocrat. In this new order masculinity defined
citizenship, but unlike the middle-class vision of reform that stressed individual economic
independence, plebeian men sought power in fraternal bonds.!2 While never overcoming
the seamen’s profession specific values of maritime skill and individual bravery, the new
radical masculinity and its inherent political goal of revoking the patrician-plebeian social

contract offered seamen a dramatically new outlook on what it meant to be a man. '3

12Clark, Struggle for the Breeches, 142, 145, 148.

13While the radical promoters of this new vision were defeated in the Nore Mutiny, their
ideas survived can be found in the beliefs of working-class men who agitated for the
Reform Act of 1867 which gave most of them the right to vote and participate in politics.
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The revolutionary seamen’s notions about the “Rights of Man” seem to have been
far less sophisticated than the views held by many of their better educated revolutionary
peers on shore. The radical ideas that survived in the syncretic transmission across the
cultural lines that divided shore and ship revolved around the implied political equality of
all men and their corresponding right to a voice in government. The seamen delegates of
the Nore Mutiny, in a paper they paid to have printed and displayed in London, wrote,
“No, the age of reason has at length resolved - long have we been endeavoring to find
ourselves men”. They feared the government was acting to deprive them “of the common
rights of men”, that right being political self-determination.!4 In another address aimed at
garnering civilian support for the Nore Mutiny, the radical seamen complained that “the
natural rights of all has always been denied to us”.!3 The words of five seamen of the
Phoenix demonstrate the republican goal of popularly elected government and their lack
of nationalist sentiment, ‘They would have no government, but their own will, the sea
being wide enough, and any country better than their own; damn the dog that would not
rather wear a French cockade than be here.’ !® The most explicit example of radicalism

See Keith McClelland, “Rational and Respectable Men: Gender and the Working Class,
and Citizenship in Britain, 1850-1867,” in Frader and Rose, Gender and Class in Modern

Europe, 283-284.

14Nore Delegates, “Address to Their Fellow Countrymen” found in “Proceedings of the
Court Martial Held on Board the Neprune” (July 6, 1797), ADM 1/5486.

!5Nore Delegates, “Address from the British Seamen and Marines at the Nore to their
Brethren and fellow subjects on shore”, found in “Schedule of Papers originating from the
Mutineers on board His Majesty’s Ships at the Nore delivered to Lord Keith on board of
the Repulse at Sheerness the 10th of June 1797 and herewith transmitted for the
information of my Lords Commissioners of the Admiraity”, ADM 1/727.

16Trial of Five Seamen of the Phoenix (July 3, 1797), ADM 12/24. The court sentenced
one to be hanged and the rest to be imprisoned and flogged with 200 lashes each.



204

comes from a trial two years after the Nore Mutiny. During his courts martial for mutiny
on the Lowestoft, W. Davies, a seaman, reportedly said, ‘he hoped to see the Tree of
Liberty planted in the center of the Lowestoft, and the branches extended thro’ all the
Royal Navy.’!7 Four marines of the St. George who merged radicalism with Irish demands
for self-rule, ‘drank success to the Tree of Liberty and to the United Irishmen; and may
the enemy gain the victory, and the Tree of Liberty be planted before us”.!8

Not all republican seamen held such developed understandings of radical political
thought. While most understood the concept of the political equality, they simply defined
their ideology in the most basic terms: anti-patrician or pro-French sentiment as the French
had recently executed a successful revolt against privilege.!? William Gregory, a member
of the Sandwich's carpenters crew and a mutineer delegate from that ship, is reported to
have said, “Is there not many among you here as fit to be our sovereign as George Rex, he
has power and we have the force of gunpowder.”20 Gregory proposed using revolutionary
force to bring down the monarchy. Another Nore Mutineer leader, Thomas Jephson, an

7Trial of W. Davies (January, 24, 1799), ADM 12/24. Davis received 500 lashes and
imprisonment in solitary confinement for two years.

'8Trial of Four Marines of the St. George (January, 15, 1799), ADM 12/24. The courts
martial sentenced all four to receive 300 lashes each.

19The seamen’s expression of radicalism in the finite anti-patrician terms supports Paul
Gilje’s argument that seamen “cared little for abstraction” and that the broader abstraction
of “liberty” meant little to them. See Paul Gilje, “Loyalty and Liberty: The Ambiguous
Patriotism of Jack Tar in the American Revolution,” Pennsylvania History, vol. 67, no. 2
(Spring 2000): 165-193.

20Nore Delegates, “Address to Their Fellow Countrymen” found in “Proceedings of the
Court Martial Held on Board the Neptune” (July 6, 1797) ADM 1/5486. Gregory was an
experience seamen who had signed onto the Sandwich as an able seaman but was quickly
promoted to the carpenter’s crew.
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able seaman from Ireland who had over four years of service on the Sandwich, reportedly
stated that, “he would be damn’d if Hughson (the seaman who reported the incident)
would not see King George’s and Billy Pitt’s heads off.” Jephson later reportedly said,
“that the King and Mr. Pitt would neither of them have their heads long, also that on times
of the fifers playing the tune of God Save the King; Jephson said that was an old state
tune, which ought long ago to have been abolished.”2! Jephson echoed the republican goal
of abolishing the monarchy. Through their demands for the inherent political rights of men
the seamen who favored radical politics and the implicit new orientation in manhood
conveyed their beliefs to their patrician superiors.

The cross-cultural contacts which brought radical thought to the seamen and
marines are hard to trace, but the most likely means of cultural transmission were either
through direct contact with the radicals ashore or the importation of published radical
material onto their ships. From time to time the seamen received radical papers from
ashore which may have educated some in the basics of radical thought. Aaron Graham, a
government spy, determined that “that pains have been taken from time to time to supply
them [the seamen at Spithead] with inflammatory writings” and believed that slopsellers
had conveyed them to the scamen.22 Graham reported in April 1797, that Charles Brassett
of Portsea had been accused of distributing books to the seamen of the Ramillies. Graham
noted that “I have every reason to believe that the person I mentioned to you yesterday
and another in the same line of business at Gosport have been employed in distributing

21Captain James Mosse, “Investigation” enclosed in Buckner to Nepean (June 19, 1797),
ADM 1/727. The first quote from the testimony of Thomas Hughson and the second from
Thomas Watson.

22 Admiralty, Aaron Graham to John King (May 22, 1797), Secretary of State Letters
April - June, 1797, ADM 1/4172, PRO.
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printed books and hand-bills on board the different ships at Spithead; but what astonished
me is, that neither the magistrates nor any of the officers of the fleet are able to procure
me a single copy of either.”23 Graham believed that Brasett belonged to the Portsmouth
Corresponding Society before it had been closed down by the Treason and Sedition Act.24
William Shopland, a shoe salesman, also reported that Brasett had been distributing small
pamphlets on the Ramillies and the Defence.2’ Another shoemaker named Wimprey had
been seen “putting seditious papers” into the shoes he sold to the seamen, a charge which
Wimprey did not deny.26 The seamen and marines often brought radical publications on
board. Some of the newly raised Irish scamen and marine recruits from Ireland in the
Brothers tender were found to have “seditious and inflammatory papers for the purpose of
distributing them”.27 Edward Newenham, an Irish politician, warned Earl Spencer, First
Lord of the Admiralty, that Irish rebels sentenced to serve in the Royal Navy had brought
“with them numbers of the rebellious paper, the Northern Star”.28 One of his peers
accused Thomas Jephson, a radical seaman, of returning from leave in London with a
printed “bill of an inflammatory, and seditious nature”. Jephson posted the bill on the
bulkhead cabin of the lower gun deck for “the inspection of anyone”.2? These incidents

23 Aaron Graham to the Privy Council (May 11, 1797), PC 1/38/122.
24Graham “Margin Notes”, PC 1/38/117.

25William Shopland, “Disposition” (May 13, 1797), PC 1/38/117.
26Thomas Belam “Disposition” (May 13, 1797), PC 1/38/117.

27p, Parker to Nepean (June 8, 1797), ADM 1/1023.

28Edward Newhenham to Spencer (April 28, 1797) in Corbett, Private Papers of George,
Second Earl of Spencer, vol. II, 119-120.

29Mosse “Investigation™ enclosed in Buckner to Nepean (June 19, 1797), ADM 1/727.
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demonstrate that their maritime existence did not shield the seamen from the radical
thought that existed on shore. Like the water that slowly seeped through their ships’
wooden hulls, radical ideas crept into their world as well.

There is, however, only limited evidence that to preach their beliefs radicals from
ashore came into direct contact with the seamen aboard the ships of the Royal Navy.
James Powell, a government spy and also the assistant secretary for the London
Corresponding Society, reported that the society did attempt to contact the mutineers at
Spithead. They sent Robert Watson, a physician, and John Bone, the assistant secretary of
the society from 1796 to 1797, to meet with the seamen. Some evidence exists that on
two occasions they did speak with the seamen but the impact of their meetings remains
unknown.3? There is evidence that John Thewell, one of the London Corresponding
Society’s most active propagandists, met with scamen on board the Formidable when it
was at the Spithead Anchorage in early 1797.3! Another report stated that three civilian
men: William Nettleford, a clerk from London, William Richards, listed as having no
profession from St. George’s Field, and John Pain of London, had all been “twice in the

Testimony was by Peter Powell.

30Mary Thale, ed., Sele ' i i
1792-1799 (Cambndge Cambndge Umversnty Press, 1983), 397 note 28 427-428

31 Aaron Graham to John King (May 22, 1797), ADM 1/4172 and Thompson, The

Making of the English Working Class, 171. Graham was never able to prove conclusively
that Thewell had been on the ship but both the captain and crew asserted he had. The
ship’s company of the Formidable had been part of a pre-Spithead Mutiny petition that
had been sent to Admiral Howe and was dated February 28, 1797. See Ship’s Company of
the Formidable to Howe (February 28, 1797), ADM 1/5125. The Formidable had been
part of the Channel Fleet in February, but had been transferred to Sir Roger Curtis’
squadron before the start of the Spithead Mutiny. It participated with that squadron’s
short-term mutiny in May 1797. See Captain Francis Pickmore, “Log of H.M.S. Royal
William™ (May 1,1796 to April 30, 1997), Captains’ Logs, ADM 51/1171, PRO.
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Nore Fleet” on at least the Standard but detailed no discernible impact of their actions.32
Thomas Jephson, the radical mutineer, reportedly belonged to “a club in London”, but
given his over four years of service on the Sandwich, it appears he most likely joined the
club after joining the navy. One case does exist of a landsman who reportedly belonged to
the London Corresponding Society who later became a delegate during the Nore Mutiny.
Edward Brown, a landsman who had served eight months on the Leopard before the start
of the Nore Mutiny, was described in the muster of the Eagle prison ship as “been but one
year in the service, kept a brandy shop in London and is supposed to be sent in the service
purposely to raise mutiny and sedition.” After the failure of the Nore Mutiny, authorities
arrested Brown for mutiny, but in the end pardoned him. His pardon calls into question the
impact he had during the mutinies; at best he probably acted as an inspiration but was not
one of the prime leaders as they were usually courts martialed and occasionally
executed.33 These examples demonstrate that some seamen of the Royal Navy had either
direct or indirect links to radical associations ashore in Britain. The impact of these links
was probably less powerful than land-based radicals had hoped.

British government spies questioned the impact of these outsiders in fomenting
mutiny. Daniel Williams, another government spy, had examined the principal mutineers of
the Nore Mutiny, but failed to find any “of the information expected”, probably
correspondence with The London Corresponding Society or French officials. He reported
that the mutiny’s leaders swore they had not met with civilians on shore.34 Williams

32Privy Council “Report from Headquarters” (June 7, 1797), PC 1/38/122.

33Muster Book H.M. Eagle Prison Ship, ADM 36/14456, Muster Book H.M. Eagle

Prison Ship, ADM 36/14457, and Admiralty, Muster Book H.M.S. Leopard (May 1797 to
April 1798), ADM 36/15208, PRO.

34Daniel Williams to John King (June 24, 1797), PC 1/38/122.
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reported that the mutineer committee of the Inflexible, a ship’s company that government
agents had identified as having had radical politics, claimed they had no outside contact
with corresponding societies or others.35 Rear-Admiral Patton’s report also questioned
the link between outside agents and the Spithead Mutiny. He wrote, “the delegates
themselves, declared most solemnly that no person on shore had the least hand in what the
seamen had done”. Graham came to the same conclusion.® Evidence does exist, however,
that some land-based radicals had tampered with the seamen in the squadrons at
Plymouth. Vice-Admiral James Gamier informed Sir John Orde, the officer commanding
at Plymouth, that, “It is evident that some designing and mischievous people have been
among the seamen to stir them up to the late violent measures.”3” It is doubtful that any
land-based agitators had a major role in fomenting mutiny; they most likely acted to
support the mutinies once they had begun. The roots of the mutinies were not the work of
outside agitators, but rather experienced seamen who were motivated by radical politics
that they had encountered ashore or through published works smuggled on to their ships.
The exact number of seamen who favored these radical views remains unknown.
Most likely the seamen who had voluntarily converted to the radical counter-hegemony

were a minority; an equal number of those who participated in radical actions were

35Williams, “Report” (June 22, 1797), PC 1/38/122 and Graham and Williams to King
(June 19, 1797), PC 1/38/122. They reported, “we regret the escape of the principal
mutineers of the Inflexible, as we are of opinion, that if any - proceedings of a political
nature were introduced into the Fleet, they originated on board that ship.”

36patton, Account of the Mutinies at Spithead and St. Helens, 17, TUN/212 and Graham
to King (May 22, 1797), ADM 1/4172.

37Adm|ralty, Vice-Admiral John Gambier to Sir John Orde (May 4, 1797),
Correspondence While in Command at Plymouth 1797, ORD/13, NMM.
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probably converts by pressure and remained rooted in the plebeian masculinity. There also
seems to have existed an undecided minority of the men, neither assimilated to the
plebeian masculinity nor converted, either voluntarily or through pressure, to the radical
counter-hegemony. Regardless of their actual voluntary support, the radicals gained
control of the leadership of the Nore Mutiny, and during the second phase of the Spithead
Mutiny they were able to contest the plebeian leadership. Captain Edward Owen, a
volunteer on the London during the Spithead Mutiny who later commanded a division of
gun-brigs at the Nore, observed the presence of radical seamen in both the Nore and
Spithead Mutinies, “tho’ commenced by the better class of seamen [the plebeians], these
last in their turn borne down and disgusted by the blackguards who in that as in the French
and every revolution must always gain the ascendancy”.38

Exact proportions are unknown but first hand accounts point to a substantial
number of men who supported the radical counter-hegemony. James Slater, quartermaster
of the Leopard, testified that two hundred of the three hundred men on his ship supported
the revolutionary faction.3® The loyalist seamen of the Pompee noted in a complaint to
their captain, James Vashon, the presence of a revolutionary faction in their company: they
felt “uneasy in serving with so large a body of men who are disaffected and mischievously
inclined.”? Other accounts point to the presence of a radical minority and a loyal plebeian
majority. While the radicals had gained control of the ships during the Nore Mutiny, by the
end of the mutiny, their support had waned, Vice-Admiral Thomas Pasley observed that

380wen, Recollections of the Mutiny at Spithead, 77-78, CUN/2.
39Charles Bowers, “Testimony” (June 28, 1797), ADM 1/5486.

40Captain James Vashon to Bridport (June 6, 1797), Additional Manuscript 35197.
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“the majority [were] against the disaffected”.4! As the events of the Spithead and Nore
mutinies will show, the number of men who had converted voluntarily to the radical cause
remained a minority; the majority remained wedded to the plebeian maritime values.

Despite their relatively small numbers, the radical seamen were not landsmen
outsiders brought through the quota system; instead they were primarily experienced
seamen. For example, Patrick Tobin, the boatswain warrant officer of the Emerald, who,
in July, 1797, threatened to mutiny and take the ship to an enemy port had by his
recollection eighteen or nineteen years of naval service. The danger of a standing warrant
officer threatening mutiny and espousing revolutionary sentiments was not lost upon the
courts martial board who sentenced Tobin to death.42 Captain Charles Cunningham of the
Clyde, whose crew was one of the least revolutionary, reported after the Nore Mutiny,
that some of his “best hands™ had deserted as they had been radicals and feared reprisals
by the plebeians among the ship’s company. These were primarily skilled men who
included seventeen experienced men and only eight less experienced seamen.43 One of the
most telling descriptions of revolutionary seamen comes from Captain William Bedford's
report on the radicals present in the Royal Sovereign. Of the forty-seven men, thirty-two
were able seamen or their equivalent, while only fifteen were less experienced: two

ordinary seamen and thirteen landsmen. Of the able secamen, eighteen of them were

4lyice-Admiral Sir Thomas Pasley to Nepean (June 13, 1797), ADM 1/727.

42Trial of Patrick Tobin (August 17-18, 1797), Courts Martials, August to September
1797, ADM 1/5341, PRO.

43 Admiralty, Captain Charles Cunningham to Nepean (August, 1797), Captain’s Letters
1797 C, ADM 1/1623, PRO. Among the experienced deserters were nine men from the
forecastle watch, one from the foretop, six from the maintop, and one from the gunners’
crew; the others included five from the less prestigious afterguard and only three waisters.
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professional seamen. The rest had worked on land before coming to sea. Their experience
at sea ranged from four and a half years to twenty years and averaged slightly over ten
years. These were not radical landsmen imported from ashore, but experienced seamen
who had become radicals while in the Royal Navy.4 While these scattered examples point
to the prevalence of experienced seamen among the radicals in the navy, an examination of
over six hundred mutineers in the Nore Mutiny provides greater evidence of the large
numbers of experienced seamen among those who espoused the new radical
counter-hegemony.

In contrast to the Spithead Mutiny, whose leaders attempted to gain redress by
following the patrician-plebeian social contract, the mutineers at the Nore attempted a
more revolutionary method. These mutineers, for the most part, disdained the existing
social contract and espoused new revolutionary goals. Muster book entries of those most
active in the Nore mutiny indicate that most were experienced seamen rather than
landsmen new to the navy. As Table 9 illustrates, the most frequent leaders of the Nore
Mutiny were the petty officers without warrants, the most skilled seamen, who were three
times more likely to be mutineers than the average. Also three times more likely to be
mutineers were the non-commissioned officers from the marines: the corporals and
sergeants. Able seamen became active mutineers in numbers equal to their proportions

among the ships’ companies. The less skilled men, ordinary seamen and landsmen, were

44 Admiralty, John Marshall to Captain Bedford (July 6, 1797), Admiralty In-Letters From
the Channel Fleet 1797, ADM 1/108, PRO. Within the landsmen there were two of the
stereotypical descriptions of disgruntled men from ashore: one school master and one
lawyer, but there were also less educated men such as tradesmen, laborers, and a servant.
Of these radicals there were a high percentage of Irishmen with twenty of the forty-seven
from Ireland (42.5%), but of the able seamen the percentage was lower with only ten of
thirty-two (31%) from Ireland. Compared to the muster sample average of 16%, the
numbers of Irishmen among these revolutionaries is noticeable higher than normal.
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represented among the Nore mutineers in far smaller numbers than their overall percentage
of the ships’ companies.*> Landsmen, often cited as the most radical element in the ships’
companies, were among the least likely to be active mutineers. Contrary to the belief that
radical landsmen instigated the revolutionary Nore Mutiny, for the most part the radical

mutineers were experienced seamen and marines; the landsmen played only a minor role.

45As Table 9 shows, no boys were listed as mutineers. Either the officers failed to list
them believing that they were not able to fully account for their actions as they were not
considered adults or possibly the seamen’s view of them as having no masculine status left
them out of the ranks of the mutineers.



Table 9

Seamen Identified as Nore Mutineers
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Nore Typical Ratio

Rank or Rating. Number __ Percentage  Percentage® Nore-Typical
Commissioned Naval Officers 0 0.00 1.32 0.00
Midshipmen 9 1.42 2.81 0.51
Ward Room Warrant Officers | 0.16 0.53 0.31
Gunroom Warrant Officers 1 0.16 0.94 0.17
Standing Warrant Officers 2 0.32 0.57 0.56
Petty Officers with warrants 7 1.11 1.13 0.98
Petty Officers w/o warrants 148 2341 1.76 3.02
Able Seamen 231 36.56 34.75 1.05
Ordinary Seamen 74 1171 15.01 0.78
Landsmen ! 11.23 19.17 0.59
Boys 0 0.00 4.35 0.00
Unknown 10 1.58 0.00 0.00
Marine Privates 58 9.18 10.11 0.91
Marine Drummers 2 0.32 0.25 1.28
Marine Corporals 9 1.42 0.41 3.46
Marine Sergeants 9 1.42 0.42 3.38
Marine Commiss, Officers 0 0.00 0.47 0.00
TOTAL 63247

46These percentages are typical of a fleet’s man power breakdown and based on the
musters from the ten ships in the muster data base: the Clyde, Glory, London,

Marlborough, Mars, Queen Charlotte, Sandwich, St. Fiorenzo, Standard, and the
Venerable. 1 chose actual muster numbers rather than theoretical personnel establishments
as most ships’ companies did not contain men in the specific quantities authorized. In the
muster date base sample there are 5,235 men which represents almost a fifth of the total
actual men present in both the Spithead and Nore Mutinies. I have not counted

supernumeraries as the large number on the Sandwich would have skewed the typical

percentages when applied to over sixty ships.

47The full breakdown is as follows: Midshipmen: eight midshipmen and one able seaman
acting as a midshipman, Wardroom Warrant Officers: 1 master, Gunroom Warrant
Officers: 1 surgeon’s mate, Standing Warrant Officers: 1 boatswain and 1 gunner, Petty

Officers with warrants: 1 armourer, 2 caulkers, | master-at-arms, and 3 sailmakers, Petty

Officers without warrants: 10 able seamen watch captains, 13 boatswain’s mates, 9



215

Even more damning to the thesis that radical landsmen executed the mutiny is an
examination of those identified as leaders during the Nore Mutiny. The captains
commanding these ships listed in their post-mutiny reports 182 men as leaders of the
mutiny, serving as either: mutineer “Captain”, mutineer “1st Lieutenant”, mutineer
“Boatswain’s mate”, mutineer “master-at-arms”, mutineer ship’s committee member,
mutineer ship’s delegate, mutineer committee secretary, mutineer sub-delegate, or in the
case of one man simply “ringleader”. As Table 10 demonstrates, with the exception of four
midshipmen, the leaders of the Nore Mutiny were all from the “below the deck” class.
Less than four percent of the mutineer leaders came from the middle-class ranks of the
wardroom and gunroom warrant officers or midshipmen; over ninety-six percent of the
leaders were plebeians. The able seamen served as mutineer leaders in almost equal
proportions to their participation in the mutiny and their percentage of the total maritime
community. The most skilled or experienced men served as leaders in far greater numbers
than their participation in the mutiny in general and several times higher than their
percentage of the total ship’s companies. The petty officers without warrants’
participation as mutineer leaders was five times greater than their overall number, and the
marine non-commissioned officers’ participation as mutineer leaders was four to five times
their overall number . Not present in great numbers among the mutiny’s leaders were the

ordinary seamen and landsmen. They served as leaders in proportions equal to about one

carpenter’s crew, 6 carpenter’s mates, 7 coxswains, 10 gunner’s mates, 2 gunner’s
yeoman, 25 quartergunners, | quartergunner acting as a watch captain, 31 quartermasters,
19 quartermaster’s mates, 2 sailmaker’s mates, 3 ship’s corporals, 9 yeomen of the
powder room, , and 1 yeoman of the sheets acting as a watch captain, Able seamen: 192
able seamen, 19 able seamen supernumeraries, 15 yeomen of the sheets, 1 captain’s cook,
2 purser’s stewards, and 2 sailmaker’s crew, Ordinary Seamen: 74 ordinary seamen,
Landsmen: 67 landsmen and 4 landsmen supernumeraries, and Unknown: 3 not listed and
7 not rated.
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half and one third their respective overall numbers. These less skilled men comprised only
roughly one-seventh of the leadership ranks. In contrast, three-quarters of the mutineer
leaders were petty officers without warrants or able seamen. Despite the probable
radicalization of many landsmen new to the navy, the skill-based hierarchy that existed
among the ships’ companies excluded them from full participation in the leadership ranks
as the experienced seamen regarded them as less masculine due to their limited maritime

skills, and, hence, less able to lead them.
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Table 10

Seamen I[dentified as Nore Mutineer Leaders

Nore Typical Ratio

Number _ Percentage  Percentage  Nore-Typical
Commissioned Naval Officers 0 0.00 1.32 0.00
Midshipmen 4 2.20 2.81 0.78
Ward Room Warrant Officers 0 0.00 0.53 0.00
Gunroom Warrant Officers 0 0.00 0.94 0.00
Standing Warrant Officers 0 0.00 0.57 0.00
Petty Officers with warrants 3 1.65 1.13 1.46
Petty Officers w/o warrants 70 38.46 1.76 4.96
Able Seamen 67 36.81 34.75 1.06
Ordinary Seamen 16 8.79 15.01 0.59
Landsmen 11 6.04 19.17 0.32
Boys 0 0.00 4.35 0.00
Unknown 2 1.10 0.00 0.00
Marine Privates 2 1.10 10.11 0.11
Marine Drummers 0 0.00 0.25 0.00
Marine Corporals 3 1.65 0.41 4.02
Marine Sergeants 4 2.20 0.42 5.23
Marine Commiss. Officers 0 0.00 0.47 0.00
TOTAL 18248

As far as place of birth can be determined, no specific national group seems to

have exercised a disproportionate influence in the mutinies. While accusations have been

48The full breakdown is as follows: Midshipmen: three midshipmen and one able seaman
acting as a midshipman, surgeon’s mate, Petty Officers with warrants: 1 armourer, and 2
sailmakers, Petty Officers without warrants: 6 able seamen watch captains, 4 boatswain’s
mates, 2 carpenter’s crew, 3 carpenter’s mates, 4 coxswains, 5 gunner’s mates, | gunner’s
yeoman, 12 quartergunners, 16 quartermasters, 10 quartermaster’s mates, 6 yeomen of the
powder room, and 1 yeoman of the sheets acting as a watch captain, Able Seamen: 52 able
seamen, 8 able seamen supernumeraries, 6 yeomen of the sheets, and 1 sailmaker’s crew,
Ordinary Seamen: 16 ordinary seamen, Landsmen: 10 landsmen and | landsmen
supernumeraries, and Unknown: 2 not rated.






