CHAPTER 3--THE ADMIRALTY

The Admiralty Board convened its daily meetings in the Admiralty Building at Whitehall, London. The room was fairly large; the walls were a rich mixture of brown woods with a vaulted, semi-concave ceiling above a floor of inlaid wood. Just below the ceiling were various patterns of intricately carved pieces of wooden trim that were painted a light cream color. Above the fireplace was a ‘tell tale’ link to a weather vane on the roof, giving an instant reading of the wind direction. Placed around the room and next to the windows were several large world globes mounted in polished wooden stands. On a high, wide area on the wall were mounted many pull-down maps illustrating various parts of the world. Long bell cords hung from the ceiling that were used to summoned clerks and messengers from other rooms.

There was a long, highly polished, dark wood table with sliding drawers and ten comfortable chairs placed around it in the center of the room to accommodate the Board members. Several trays of paper, inkpots, and quills were placed within easy reach. Wall mounted candelabra, as well as those on the table provided artificial illumination. The odor of candlewicks smoldering in their holders was noticeable throughout the Admiralty building.

In 1796, the first shutter telegraphs system was installed to link the Admiralty with ports on the coasts of England, principally Portsmouth in Hampshire in the south and Chatham and Deal and Kent in the east. A link with Plymouth in Devon in the west was established in 1806. In 1808, the system finally included Yarmouth in Norfolk in the northeast. The system consisted of a chain of 55 stations on hills, roofs and other prominent sites, some as far as 10 miles apart. Each station consisted of a tower on which a large frame was erected. In this frame were mounted six octagonal shutters vertically in three rows of two. These pivoted on a horizontal axis and could be ‘opened’ or ‘shut’ by a rope or cable, and were thus able to form 64 different arrangements of the shutters to represent letters or numbers in code. This was a rapid means of communicating except, of course, when bad visibility prevailed.

“The time has come, gentlemen, to put an end to the pyrate menace in the Leeward Islands once and hopefully for all.” The First Lord of the Admiralty, Charles Philip Yorke M.P., the senior political officer of the Board, was addressing the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty at the beginning of their daily meeting on this sunny morning in September 1811.

“I agree sir, however, Royal Navy captains have a standing order to destroy pyrate ships wherever they are encountered,” replied The First Naval Lord, Admiral Sir Richard Bickerton. “That has been in effect before I sailed on the Marlborough and the Augusta in 1774.”

“Nevertheless, I would like for each of you to read this.” The First Lord was now standing beside his chair holding several pages of what looked like a hand written document.

“Yesterday afternoon one of the principle owners of The West India Dock Company, Sir William Chapman, found me in the hallway here at the Admiralty and thrust these papers into my hands. To say the man was outraged is an understatement.  I have read these pages,” said Yorke, briefly waving the several sheets of paper he was holding, “and was shocked and appalled at such barbaric, inhuman behavior. This is not the only such report; oh no, the First and Second Secretaries, Messers John Croker and John Barrow have a file of similar reports and complaints from every company in our merchant fleet that conduct their business among the Leeward Islands in the Caribbean Sea. They all relate to horrible tales of rape, murder and plunder; but none are as explicit as this one,” as he now held up the entire account. “Even though we maintain a considerable presence in the Caribbean Sea, the pyrates continue to attack our merchantmen with little concern as if our fleet was at anchor at Plymouth or Spithead. England has the largest fleet of warships afloat, so why it is that we condone this pyrate threat?”

“Why do we condone murdering thieves?” repeated Rear Admiral Charles Valentine.  “I have dealt with pyrates on most of the seven seas.  Pyrates attack any ship hopeful that it carries a rich cargo. They can seemingly appear from nowhere and disappear almost as quickly.  To answer your question, pyrates are anywhere there is financial wealth or a valuable cargo to be taken. There is no set pattern to their operation; it is the same as saying ‘a mouse will appear if there is cheese to be had.’ Providing an armed escort is the only positive deterrent.”

Yorke replied, “So that you will more fully understand why my determination to take action against the pyrates has become one of my highest priorities, permit me to pass among you this first-hand report of atrocities committed in the Gulf of Mexico just off the coast of La Habana, Cuba against subjects of the Crown only a few months ago.” Yorke handed Felix Sutton’s report to the First Naval Lord. A hush fell over the room as he began to read. Soon his facial expressions became an indicator of the horrifying and intense fear that was felt by the author of the report. He moved uncomfortably in his chair and one time looked up in disbelief at the First Lord. When he had finished reading, he passed the papers to the commissioner sitting next to him, Rear Admiral Charles Winslow. Each member of the Admiralty Board in turn read the gruesome report of torture and murder on the high seas. After the last member of the Board had read the macabre account, it was handed back to the First Lord.

“As you know, the American ship, the USS President opened fire on HMS Little Belt in May,” Yorke began, “that act could easily be the final provocation between Britain and the United States. With the many great issues facing the Empire on the Continent, we simply cannot spare ships to provide more escorts for merchant vessels sailing in the southern waters. Please consider the merits of my proposal, as it is merely a summation of my individual discussions with each of you.

“My plan is a simple one, gentlemen! We select a fifth class ship, a frigate, and disguise her identity with an all black exterior. To ensure her survivability, inspect such items as drainage pumps, steering fixtures, internal fittings, canvas and rigging. But the most critical area of all, especially since she is to sail into the southern waters, is the underwater sheathing on the hull, which must be copper, attached to the hull by copper and zinc alloy bolts. Copper sheathing is critical to protect against the dreaded shipworm or teredo navalis, which can turn even a new vessel into a leaking wreck within a few short months. Arm her with superior English guns; then put one of our very best captains and crew on her unmarked decks dressed as ordinary seamen. Then commission her and send the lot among the Leeward Islands, into the pyrate’s lair itself. Their sole purpose, gentlemen, will be to seek out and destroy, note that I said ‘seek out and destroy’ those wretched specimen who sail under the black flag.”

“I believe the first item to be addressed,” began the First Naval Lord, “is the selection of a frigate from among those now in port.”

“Then we all agree that a frigate would be the most logical ship for such an undertaking,” affirmed the First Lord. “The weather today thus far has provided excellent visibility. I suggest we enlist the assistance of the telegraphers to learn the names of the frigates that are presently in port, what repairs are being made to each and what is the scheduled completion date for each ship. With the names of the frigates in hand, we can review each ship’s dockyard record and select the ship that requires the least amount of work and is best suited for this commission.” Yorke nodded his head slightly as he spoke, self-agreeing with his seemingly wise suggestions and pleased with himself as he watched the nodding confirmation of the Board members. Then, as an after thought, he raised his right index finger as if to inject an equally important comment.

“It is my suggestion that one of our two secretaries contact recently promoted Post Captain Arthur Allen and have him report to this Board within, say the next several days. I believe that he will be the key player in all of this and we need to talk to him. I am quite certain that he is anxious to learn of his next command. I feel very strongly and believe that you concur with me that the deck of the ‘killer’ frigate we are about to select is the place for the feet of this exceptional commander. His service record, as you know, contains several recommendations from Lord Nelson. It was but a few days ago in this very room that we all agreed to his superb seamanship, aggressiveness and command ability and promoted him to the rank of Post Captain.” The room became all smiles with some head nodding around the large table. “So, gentlemen, what faster way to get an eager captain to sea and a urgent mission underway than to send the post captain, his officers and crew to a port to man their ship, or to the dockyard to assist the artificers and shipwrights in preparing their ship?”

“Hear, hear”, was heard among the seated Board members as all nodded their heads approvingly.

“He reminds me of Lord Cochrane,” voiced Vice Admiral Howard Wallingsford.

“The ‘Terror of the Mediterranean’ has become a nuisance and a garrulous troublemaker for the Admiralty since becoming a Member of the Parliament,” snapped Admiral Sir Bickerton, voicing his disgust with the famed Lord Thomas Cochrane.

“First Lord, I suggest we name the selected frigate, Excalibur! That was the name of Arthur’s mystical and powerful sword. Like that sword, the purpose of this frigate will be to destroy a villainous menace,” offered Admiral Darius Knight.

“An excellent choice!” sounded several concurring voices.

“First Lord, although what you say seems to be a sound plan, I believe there is a flaw there,” voiced Admiral Sir Percy Bowyer.

“And how so, Admiral Bowyer?”

“When a ship goes into dock at one of the principal dockyards for major repair, she would previously have paid off. The commission officers would go on half pay to wait a new commission to another ship, the warrant and civilian officers, with the exception of the ship’s standing officers, would generally have a period ashore before their next appointment, the Midshipmen and ‘young gentlemen’ would wait, unpaid on the beach for the next step in their careers. The Marines would, of course, return to their barracks. Briefly put sir, Post Captain Allen’s previous crew has been scattered to the four winds.”

“Admiral Bowyer, you are absolutely correct in what you say, however, since you are the most recently appointed member of the Admiralty Board there is one important factor that you have not yet become accustomed to.”

“And what is that First Lord?”

“We are the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty, this Board not only considers promotions and appointments of commissioned officers, the movement of fleets and individual ships, but the allocation of resources as well. We exercise a close supervision over the Navy Board in its work with the material of the fleet. The Comptroller of the Navy, our good friend who is sitting next to you, Rear Admiral Sir Thomas Boulden Thompson, heads the Navy Board. That board directs all the activities of the Royal Navy, and because of the urgency of this commission Admiral Thompson will reunite Post Captain Arthur Allen and his crew in less than a fortnight with their ‘new’ ship, Excalibur. Any former members of Allen’s crew that fails to report to Chatham Dockyard can be replaced from ships in port.”

The First Lord silently commended himself for having chaired a very successful meeting of the Admiralty Board this day at Whitehall. The First Secretary, John Croker, promptly found Captain Allen’s address and in less than an hour a courier was on his way to the Clarendon Hotel at New Bond Street. In his pouch was an envelope bearing the imprint of the First Secretary’s seal embedded in the hardened red wax on the flap and the name of Post Captain Arthur Allen printed neatly on the cover.

