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The Mutinous Temeraire

DECEMBER 1801 — FEBRUARY 1802




‘The Temerairés captain was now Thomas Eyles, who knew the ship and the
crew well from an earlier brief stint in command in the summer of 1799. We
do not know if he had been summoned on deck on the morning of Thursday
3 December 1801, as the Temeraire lay in Bantry Bay off the south-west coast
of Ireland, or if he had merely chosen to take the air, perhaps sensing that
something was amiss. But once on deck it was clear that the calm and pre-
dictable daily routine of the ship had been disturbed. There was a gathering
of men on the forecastle, apparently remonstrating with the first lieutenant,
the highest-ranking officer below the captain. Captain Eyles left the quar-
terdeck, the territory of authority and command, and moved towards the
forecastle. There at the very front of the ship, as far from the officers as it was
possible to be without climbing onto the bowsprit, the men had gathered.
This was their space. Pinched and cramped, with the great damp cables
straining as the Temeraire pulled at her bow anchor, the forecastle deck was
adjacent to the ship’s heads, where the men relieved themselves, and it was
cluttered with the rigging of the bowsprit and jibs; further forward and
below, the dark spaces under the bowsprit itself afforded sailors a measure of
privacy, far from the prying eyes of their officers. On that day secrecy was no
longer in the minds of the sailors, however; this was no furtive gathering
interrupted, but an open display of force and unanimity. On their own
ground they grew in confidence and argued loudly with the ship’s officers, an
offence which itself could be labelled as mutiny, and punished accordingly
with a severe flogging or, if found guilty at court martial, with death.

On the approach of their captain the men fell silent. It is unlikely that he
would have ventured so far forward on a regular basis, and many captains of
the largest ships remained resolutely aft; they slept in their cabin, they
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worked in their office, and they commanded from the quarterdeck while
their power and influence was carried throughout the ship by the lieutenants
and midshipmen. These officers formed a sort of cartilage between the cap-
tain and his crew. On the largest ships it was through them that the men
were commanded and that the captain could gauge the tenor of the ship.
Such a direct confrontation was rare indeed; the captain would only address
the entire crew on occasions that required a formal presentation of officers
and crew, such as witnessing the punishment of a sailor, reading the articles
of war or performing the Sunday service. In every instance such meetings
were summoned by the captain and conducted on the captain’s terms. To
demonstrate his authority over his men they were always conducted by the
captain from his quarterdeck where, physically raised above his men, he
could gaze down on those that he commanded. Now, however, he stood face
to face with his men, on the forecastle of his ship. Everything about this
meeting ran against the grain, therefore, and against routine that had been
refined over three years of continuous service. Routine was the oil that made
the ship work, kept the men busy and the ship in good condition and main-
tained order and discipline. Everyone aboard could sense when the rhythms
of life had been broken. For those at the very centre of that fracture the
impact was profound. With the arrival of the captain, the novelty of the
situation struck the sailors dumb and the silence dripped with tension.
However lawless such a situation was, it is important to add that it was
not necessarily unexpected, nor was there a complete absence of rules
regarding how to act on either side. Mutiny had been endemic in the navy
since 1797. There had been sporadic mutinies before then, of course, but 1797
heralded a major outbreak. The first occurrence was at Spithead, where the
entire fleet refused to sail. All the mutineers had complained about their pay,
which had not been changed since 1652, while in a number of instances par-
ticularly detested officers had been sent ashore. Of crucial importance to the
years that followed was the fact that the Spithead mutineers were successful.
Their cause had been justified, their actions moderate, and they had acted
with honour and dignity. They had maintained throughout that they would
set sail if the French broke out from Brest and they had even refused permis-
sion for frigates and other smaller ships to join the mutiny, so that they
might continue to protect British trade. Once the mutiny had been openly

declared, routines aboard every warship were maintained as usual, with men
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being flogged for drunkenness. Delegates were fairly elected from each ship
to negotiate with the Admiralty, and most importantly of all, there was no
violence. The Admiralty had conceded to most of the mutineers’ demands,
and the negotiations had closed formally with a ceremony and a banquet for
the delegates. The sailors had been calmed as much by the respect with
which they were dealt as by the concessions.

News of the mutiny at Spithead, and most importantly of its result, rap-
idly spread throughout the fleet. For those who wanted to see it, the
Spithead mutiny proved to the sailors what they were capable of, if united in
their action. Pockets of mutiny erupted throughout the fleet. The next major
mutiny, and a far more extreme one, broke out at the Nore, with a number of
ships joining from the North Sea Fleet. Once again the core complaint was
over pay, but as this mutiny developed, the sailors became more extreme in
their demands and actions, and the mutineers themselves became divided. A
number of loyal ships managed to escape from the increasingly hostile muti-
neers, and eventually loyal seamen rose up on those ships still in mutineers’
hands, and took them back by hand-to-hand fighting. The Admiralty
reacted with no mercy and twenty-nine men were hanged.

If the power of the Admiralty was demonstrated so clearly at the Nore,
equally, the lessons learned at Spithead were never forgotten by the sailors.
Sailors knew their own value, and they lived their lives by an unwritten code.
They accepted many of the conditions of their life that we today find so
alarming: none of the mutineers at Spithead or the Nore, for example, com-
plained about overcrowding or flogging. What they cared most about was
fairness and the respect of those in authority for their skill and commit-
ment. Only in very rare circumstances did they rise up against a captain that
they considered too harsh; rather it was because their sense of what was
acceptable or fair had been broken. Harshness in itself was acceptable so
long as the lines were clearly drawn. The mutiny aboard the Hermione in
1797 is perhaps the most notable example of this. Captain Hugh Pigot, a
shouter, a bully and a flogger’," despairing at the perceived incompetence of
his crew, declared that he would beat the last man down from aloft.
Inevitably these were the youngest of the crew, the most agile, and certainly
the most valued for their skill and agility. In the race that followed to get to
the decks, two men fell and were killed. Pigot dismissively ordered the ‘lub-
bers’ to be tossed overboard. This was wanton brutality; it was unfair and
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