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ST TUDY, TWO ADMIRALS & THE 18TH C ROYAL NAVY 
 
Britain is a maritime nation, dependent on the sea and its ability to protect sea lanes 
for merchant trade has always been and remains critical. Even today – over 90% by 
volume of international trade is still transported by sea. The history of England and 
Britain is inescapably entwined with the long and occasionally glorious of the Royal 
Navy.  
 

 Defeating the Spanish Armada 1588 – and thwarting Spanish plans to invade 
England, overthrow Queen Elizabeth and restore a Catholic crown. 34 English 
warships with over 150 armed merchant vessels beat 22 Portugese and Spanish 
Galleons supported by 108 armed merchant vessels. Overall 5 Spanish ships were 
captured and 35 lost to battle, storm and scuttling. 
 

 Defeating the Dutch in the 1st (1652 – 1654); 2nd (1665 – 1667); 3rd (1672 – 1674) & 
4th (1780 – 1784) wars.  

 

 Defeating the French regularly from the 13th century and preventing Napoleon’s 
planned invasion by defeating his fleets at Trafalgar 

 

 Not losing WW1 at Jutland – 1916, despite a disparity in losses that appears, at 
first glance, to give the German Imperial Navy the victory. 

 

 Winning the Battle of the Atlantic in WW2  
 

 Sinking Rommel’s supply ships in the Med ‘41/ ’42 to enable El Alamein and 
subsequent victory in North Africa. 

 

 Sending a Task Force 8,000 miles to the South Atlantic 1982 and maintaining that 
fleet at sea, without any shore-based support, fighting and supporting the men 
ashore for many weeks in Southern Hemisphere winter storms and seas. 
 

In almost every war England or Britain has been involved in had the navy had lost 
control of the seas then the war was lost. Though of course, the army had to take 
ground to actually win! 
 
I was asked to talk about the Royal Navy 2016 – following an incautious comment 
reminding members of three 20th C anniversaries of maritime significance that all 
occurred in the last week of May when we were focusing solely on 1916 and the fighting 
on the Western Front. 
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May 31 1916 - Battle of Jutland 
 
 
Fought over 36 hours on, the 
Battle of Jutland fought off 
Denmark’s North Sea coast 
was the only major battle of 
the war fought at sea, 
but became known as perhaps 
the largest surface battle in 
naval history due to 
the numbers of battleships and 
battlecruisers engaged, 250 
ships and 100,000 men.  
 
 
 
 
 

By 1916, Britain had put up a blockade of Germany, which given its small northern 
coastline was easy to enforce. Germany's High Seas Fleet commander Admiral Reinhardt 
von Scheer (whose predecessor Admiral von Poul was considered too passive) decided 
that the blockade had gone too far and the toll on the Germans could not continue. 
In the North Sea the British Navy was based in Rosyth, Cromarty and Scapa Flow to stop 
the German High Seas Fleet from getting into the Atlantic where it could create 
difficulties for Britain’s merchant fleet. Meanwhile the might of the British Navy was 
based in Portsmouth and Plymouth.  
 
The Battle of Jutland was significant both for being the largest naval battle of the First 
World War, and for the severe number of lives lost. It also severely diminished the 
German naval fleet's capabilities. The Battle of Jutland is considered to be the only 
major naval battle of World War One. It saw the British Navy losing more men and ships 
but remained a powerful tool while it left the German Navy too diminished to put to sea 
again while the war lasted. For more details and a starting point for further research 
see Battle of Jutland 
 
24 May 1941 - Loss of HMS HOOD 
 

The German battleship Bismarck and 
heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen, both newly 
commissioned were sent on 18 May 
1941 from the Baltic Sea toward the 
Denmark Strait. The ships were 
commanded by Admiral Günther 
Lütjens. Lütjens opted to sail through 
the Denmark Strait between Iceland 
and Greenland, to break into the 
Atlantic Ocean. 

 
The German fleet was spotted by a Swedish cruiser and by an RAF Spitfire aircraft. 
Admiral Lancelot Holland's group centered around battlecruiser Hood; the battleship 
Prince of Wales was in the region and was immediately signalled to intercept. Admiral 

http://www.historylearningsite.co.uk/world-war-one/naval-warfare-and-world-war-one/the-battle-of-jutland/
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John Tovey boarded the battleship King George V and set sail for the region alongside of 
carrier Victorious. 
 
At 0537 on 24 May, Holland's group made contact with the German ships in the Denmark 
Strait. At 0552, Hood opened fire first at a distance of approximately 26,500 yards, 
Prince of Wales followed suit. They fired on the lead ship, which was incorrectly 
assumed to be Bismarck. The mistake was detected and the order amended, but Hood 
continued to fire on the lead ship Prinz Eugen for some time longer. Prince of Wales 
drew blood against Bismarck first. The first hit took out the commander's boat and the 
seaplane catapult, the second passed through the bow, and the third struck the hull 
underwater.  
 
At 0555, the German ships fired on Hood. A shell started a fire in Hood's ready-use 4-
inch ammunition store, but caused relatively little damage. At 0600, Bismarck hit Hood 
with at least one shell at a distance of 18,000 yards. A pillar of flame was reported by 
men of Prince of Wales to have shot up from Hood's mainmast area, followed by an 
explosion that destroyed a large portion of the ship from amidships clear to the rear of 
"Y" turret. She then broke up into two parts. The stern broke away and sank, while the 
bow floated for a while before following suit after about three minutes. Only 3 men 
survived to be rescued two hours later by destroyer Electra. Later studies concluded the 
first explosion was caused by the fire in the ready-use 4-inch ammunition store, while 
the second explosion was caused by Bismarck's shell penetrating Hood's magazines. 
For more details and a starting point for further research see Battle of Denmark Strait 
 
25 May 1982 - Loss of HMS COVENTRY 
 

One of five Type 42 destroyers sent to 
the Falklands, HMS Coventry had been 
launched in 1974 and accepted into 
service in 1978. Her main role was to 
protect the Task Force from air 
attacks and draw fire away from the 
two aircraft carriers. She was 
equipped with Sea Dart surface to air 
missiles, a 4.5-inch main gun, two 
20mm cannons and two torpedo 
tubes. In the days leading up to her 
sinking, HMS Coventry had shot down 
or hit several enemy aircraft.  
 

On May 25, HMS Coventry and Type 22 frigate HMS Broadsword, which had taken up 
radar duties away from the main fleet, were attacked by Argentinian Skyhawks. 
Broadsword suffered minor damage but Coventry was hit by three 1,000lb bombs, two of 
which exploded, tearing open the port side and starting a fierce blaze.  
 
The blast had taken out the senior officers, so the younger officers and crew organised 
the evacuation, using the life rafts. The ship quickly began to list and within 20 minutes 
had completely capsized. Twenty crew died and 29 were injured. HMS Broadsword 
rescued more than 170 men from the water. For more details and a starting point for 
further research see HMS COVENTRY 
 
 

https://ww2db.com/battle_spec.php?battle_id=19
http://www.hmscoventry.co.uk/index.php
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The Royal Navy’s long, and occasionally glorious, history includes its support of the 
Army – taking them to battle, keeping them supplied and also, on occasion, helping to 
evacuate them. Some examples: 
 
Corunna 1809: 26,000 men were rescued from northern Spain when Napoleon’s 
Army led by Marshal Soult defeated the British Army led by General Sir John Moore. The 
evacuation allowed the British Army to return, under Wellington, to pursue and defeat 
Napoleon’s armies in Portugal and Spain. 
 
Dunkirk 1940: 330,000 troops were evacuated from Dunkirk (25 Royal Navy ships 
were damaged or sunk and over 2,500 men killed). Contrary to popular opinion the 
majority of the men were evacuated by Royal Navy ships from the wharves and quays of 
the port with just over 30,000 men being evacuated across the beaches. This is not to 
discount the bravery of the men in the flotilla of small ships. This successful evacuation 
allowed the British Army to grow, from this rescued nucleus, to win in N. Africa, invade 
Europe and defeat the Japanese in Burma. 

 
Crete 1941:  Following the German invasion of Crete in 1941 16,500 soldiers were 
taken off the island by the Royal Navy losing between 28 May and 1 June, as the table 
below shows, 3 Cruisers, 8 destroyers and damaging 19 other ships with over 1800 men 
killed.  
 

Battleships Destroyers 
Warspite 43 killed, 69 wounded Kingston 1 killed, 2 wounded 
Barham 7 killed, 6 wounded Kashmir 82 killed, 14 wounded 

Carriers Kipling 5 killed, 1 wounded 
Formidable 12 killed, 10 wounded Kelvin 1 killed, 4 wounded 

Cruisers Kelly 130 killed, 17 wounded 
Gloucester 725 killed Jervis 4 wounded 
Fiji 276 killed, 24 wounded Juno 128 killed, 21 wounded 
Orion 121 killed, 77wounded Jaguar 2 wounded 
Ajax 11 killed, 38 wounded Nubian   15 killed, 6 wounded 
Perth 4 killed, 3 wounded Imperial 1 wounded 
Dido 27 killed, 10 wounded Hereward 170 killed 
Naiad 38 killed Havelock 15 killed, 10 wounded 
Coventry 2 killed, 7 wounded Griffin 1 wounded 
Calcutta 117 killed, 40 wounded Greyhound 84 killed, 23 wounded 
Carlisle 14 killed, 25 wounded Decoy 1 killed, 8 wounded 
  Diamond 155 killed, 1 wounded 
  Wryneck 108 killed, 5 wounded 
RED = Sunk  
 
 
Admiral Cunningham, Commander in Chief Mediterranean, said when recommended to 
stop the evacuation  
 

“It takes the Navy three years to build a ship. It will take three hundred years to 
build a new tradition. The evacuation will continue” 
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But what about the more local story? Cornwall has long links with the Royal Navy with 
many Cornishmen joining the Navy some willingly and some, perhaps, unwillingly. A 
‘Google Search’ of Cornwall and Royal Navy brings up a lot of names.  
 

1495 – 1561  Admiral Sir John Arundell 
1540 – 1595  James Erisey  
1542 – 1591  Sir Richard Grenville 
1711 – 1761  Admiral Edward Boscawen 

1715 – 1775  Admiral Sir Richard Spry 

1741 – 1817  Admiral Sir Richard Onslow GCB  
1742 – 1769  Captain John Eliot 
1745 – 1811   Rear-Admiral Robert Carthew Reynolds  
1754 – 1817  Vice Admiral William Bligh  
1757 – 1833  Admiral Edward Pellew 

1758 – 1828  Admiral Thomas Spry  
1768 – 1832  Captain William Hennah, 
1781 – 1857  Rear-Admiral Thomas Ball Sulivan 

1786 - 1861  Admiral Barrington Reynolds  

1788 – 1874  Lt William Hicks RN 

1777 – 1857  Admiral Richard Darton Thomas  
1834 – 1873  Ldg Seaman William Odgers VC 

1806 -1878  Captain Charles Bampfield Yule  
1835 – 1905  Seaman Joseph Trewavas VC,  

1854 – 1925  Surgeon Vice Admiral Sir Arthur May 

1862 – 1939  Commander Sir Edward Nicholl RNR  

1880 – 1920  Surgeon Lieutenant Charles Atkinson OBE 

1883 – 1958  Admiral Sir Frederick Edward-Collins  
1888 – 1946  Petty Officer Earnest Herbert Pitcher VC  

1905 – 1939  Ldg Writer Walter A Pilkington 

1915 – 2010  Vice Admiral Louis Le Bailly 

1932 – 2013  Admiral Sir John (Sandy) Woodward  
 

 
The St Tudy related names are highlighted in red, but there are some non St Tudy 
names you may recognise from your history books: 
 

 Sir Richard Grenville in his ship REVENGE fought 53 Spanish ships over a period of 
three days off the Azores. Grenville scuttled his ship rather than surrender – 
Tennyson wrote in his epic poem ‘The Revenge – A Ballad of the Fleet’.  
 

“Sink me the ship, Master Gunner, Sink her, split her in twain!  
Fall into the hands of God, not into the hands of Spain!” 

 

 Admiral Edward Boscawen (Name still remembered in the name of the High Street 
in Truro) 

 Admiral Sandy Woodward (Commanded the Falklands Task Force in 1982) 
 
Officers & medal winners tend to be noted – but there will have been many other 
unremembered Cornishmen.  
 
Some inevitably from this area and perhaps even this parish. Even today we have: 
 

 Village postman, Mark, an ex Leading Writer (and submariner) 
 Mr Roy West (Bosvean) ex Leading Stores Assistant 
 Mr Victor Mann – Engineering Artificer and there are others.  

 
The most recognisable name with St Tudy connections is of course, William Bligh, of 
whom more later, but we also have: 
 

a. Admiral Sir Richard Onslow – 18th century - Awarded baronetcy for performance 
at the battle of Camperdown and commemorated in St Tudy Church – again to be 
covered later. 
 

b. Surgeon Admiral Sir Arthur William May KCB, FRCS who lived at Tremeer House. 
He was involved in many ‘Victorian’ gunship expeditions and wars and became 
Medical Director at the Admiralty in 1914 – expanding medical services at sea and 
on shore in time for WWI. 

http://www.bartleby.com/42/646.html
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c. Surgeon Lt Charles Henry Atkinson was the village GP prior to WWI awarded OBE 

–for services following the 1914 Battle of the Falklands. He is rumoured to have 
been at Jutland but I have been unable to substantiate this. He died, in 1920, of 
complications arising from his wartime service and is eligible to be remembered 
on our War Memorial. 

 
d. Leading Writer Walter Pilkington is remembered on our war memorial he lost his 

life when HMS COURAGEOUS was sunk on 17th September 1939, within two weeks 
after start of WWII, during what was termed the ‘Phoney War’, but at sea there 
was never a phoney war, for either side.  

 
e. Admiral Louis Le Bailly was born July 18 1915 and died on October 3 2000. He 

joined Britannia Royal Navy College in 1928 and was a midshipman in the 
battleship Hood in 1932, becoming an engineer in 1937 after studying at the 
Royal Naval Engineering College. He returned to Hood as a junior engineer 
officer, serving until 1940. Next, Le Bailly stood by the cruiser Naiad while she 
was building, and saw action in the Mediterranean until, on March 11 1942, she 
was sunk by a German U-boat south of Crete. From 1942 to 1944, Le Bailly taught 
at Keyham before joining the battleship Duke of York, flagship of the British 
Pacific Fleet, from which he witnessed the Japanese surrender on board USS 
Missouri. Postwar he served both at sea (in the cruiser Bermuda) and ashore. 
From 1955 to 1958 he was second-in-command of the newly-founded Royal Naval 
Engineering College at Manadon. He was Assistant Engineer-in-Chief (1958-60); 
Naval Assistant to Controller of the Navy (1960-63); Deputy Director of Marine 
Engineering (1963-67); and, unusually for an engineer, was promoted rear-
admiral and appointed Naval Attaché and Commander, British Navy Staff, 
Washington (1967-69). Le Bailly was appointed OBE in 1952, CB in 1969 and KBE in 
1972 

 
BRIEF HISTORY of the ROYAL NAVY 
 
The earliest reference to a ‘King’s Navy’ in 897 when, to counter Danish raids on the 
south coast Alfred the Great ordered the construction of large ships of a new design in 
his words ‘as seemed that could be most serviceable, with 60 oars and greater 
freeboard than the enemy’. These early warships would come alongside an enemy 
vessel to allow fighting men climb aboard to tackle their opponent by sword or hand.  
Once Alfred’s force had been established there is evidence that succeeding kings put 
the finance and manning of a naval squadron on a more formal footing and that 
succeeding monarchs used sea power. 
 
Athelstan invaded Scotland with a combined sea and land force, Aethelred the Unredy 
ordered ships to be constructed – one warship for every 310 hides of land in the kingdom 
(310 hides = roughly 1,000 acres) – so quite a few ships. King Canute maintained a force 
of 40 ships funded by taxation, Edward the Confessor led naval operations against the 
Norwegians (Vikings) and, of course, William the Conqueror wouldn’t have been a 
‘conqueror’ but for his naval forces.  
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Although warships were used by the 
English kings from 897 the first real 
ship v ship engagements were fought 
in the 100 Years War against France 
(1337 – 1453). Nevertheless, the 
tactics was still to use ships as a 
‘launch pad’ for warriors fighting 
from ‘castles’ fitted to the bows and 
sterns of what were essentially 
unarmed merchant ships turned 
temporarily into warships.  
 
 
 

 
This remained much the case until the 
Tudor period when Henry VIII began a 
programme of building dedicated 
warships that relied instead upon 
manoeuverability and gun power. 
Warships now carried cannon on board.   
 
One of the first English ships to carry the 
new guns was Henry’s flagship Mary 
Rose. By the time Henry VIII died there 
were nearly 40 such warships.   
 
 
The modern Royal Navy traces its origins to this period. It is the oldest of the UK's 
armed services and is still referred to as the Senior Service.  
 
The Navy developed in fits & starts from these Tudor times – with corruption and 
maladministration rife - particularly during the Stuart monarchy. In 1642 there were just 
35 warships, most of poor quality and badly maintained. It wasn’t until the Restoration 
in 1660 when under the monarchy of King Charles II and the reforms of Samuel Pepys as 
‘Secretary to the Navy’ that the Royal Navy came properly into being. In 1688 when 
Pepys period as Secretary to the Navy ended and William of Orange took over as 
monarch there were 151 capable warships  
 

Pepys was far more than the diaries for which is best 
known to the general public. He was a hugely 
successful administrator and as Secretary to the Royal 
Navy between 1673 and 1688 he introduced rules & 
policies setting standards of food, pay & pensions, 
discipline. He established exams for promotion, 
qualification and appointment of officers and required 
qualifications for ships' surgeons, pursers and even 
chaplains. Pepys stressed the need for a ‘scientific and 
mathematic approach to navigation’ and encouraged 
the building of the Royal Observatory at Greenwich  
 

http://www.pepys.info/
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It took another 100 years, further reforms and progress for the Royal Navy to become 
the mighty force that fought the Napoleonic Wars and became the tool of the 
developing British Empire in the 18th & 19th centuries. 
 
Which takes us to the core of this talk - THE NAVY & St TUDY and our two 18th 
century Admirals – Admiral Onslow and Admiral Bligh. 

 
Admiral Sir Richard ONSLOW GCB 
 
Richard Onslow was born 23 June 174, probably in Surrey. He was the son of Lieutenant 
General Richard Onslow who was Governor of the Citadel in Plymouth 1759 - 1760. His 
elder brother, George Onslow, was a prominent Whig politician, he was nephew of 
Arthur Onslow, the Speaker of the House of Commons and great nephew of Admiral Sir 
George Walton, so he was a well connected young man and he used this patronage to 
good effect in his early career. 
 
Described as ‘A smallish balding man with reddish, seaman-like colour and of a rustic 
appearance’ he was reputed to be abrupt and uncomfortable with strangers but well 
respected by his peers. He established the Naval 
Society Dining Club in 1765 for officers that have 
commanded a ship of war, this club still exists and 
meets quarterly to converse and enjoy good 
company. His St Tudy link came about when he 
married Anne, the daughter of Matthew Michell a 
banker whose widow owned the manor of Hengar 
and Penrose Burden. He is remembered in the 
Church with a tablet on the East wall of the south 
Nave. 

 
Onslow rose rapidly in the Navy thanks to his 
connections and aged just 19, was given his first 
command of the sloop ‘Martin’ with 18 guns – 
similar to picture. (NOTE: Bligh was 30 on 
gaining his first command, HMS BOUNTY).  
 
He subsequently commanded 7 further ships and 
was involved in the defence of New York in 
n1778 during American War of Independence, 
helping to capture St Lucia in the same war.  
 
 

In 1781 he captured the Dutch vessel Princess Caroline in the Channel during the 4th 
Dutch War and was at the relief of Gibraltar in 1781. Peace came in 1784 and the next 
10 years were relatively quiet for Onslow. He served ashore in Plymouth in a sinecure as 
Colonel of the Marines. With the advent of the French Revolutionary Wars he was 
promoted and became vice-admiral in command of the Plymouth Squadron in July 1794.  
 
While commanding the Plymouth squadron he captured 3 Dutch battleships. So far – so 
usual for a connected, ambitious and capable 18th C naval officer. It was in his next 
appointment that he came to more public notice and entered the history books. In 1796 
Onslow was appointed second-in-command to Admiral Adam Duncan on the North Sea 
station, joining Duncan’s fleet off the Dutch coast to maintain a blockade.  
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Wearing his flag aboard the Monarch (a 74 gun Ship of the Line), he led the rear 
squadron at the Battle of Camperdown on 11 October where his flagship was the first to 
break the enemy line.   
 
 
Battle of Camperdown  

 
The Battle of Camperdown is not a well known 
battle, except to naval historians, so why was 
Britain fighting the Dutch? In 1795, with 
support of French revolutionaries, Dutch 
republicans overthrew the Dutch empire and 
proclaimed a Batavian Republic. The new state 
became an ally of the French. In late 1796 a 
French Fleet attempted to invade Ireland to 
support the ‘United Irishmen’ anti British 
forces there. The expedition ended in disaster 

with twelve ships lost and thousands of men drowned in fierce winter gales. The ‘United 
Irishmen’, were then promised that a joint French & Dutch fleet would attack Ireland in 
the summer of 1797. An army of 13,500 was raised in the Netherlands and a fleet lay 
ready at Texel (in the north of today’s Holland), waiting to take advantage of easterly 
winds to sweep past the British blockade and down the English Channel. In fact for much 
of the time the British blockade had been reduced to just a few ships – pretending to be 
a larger fleet by signalling to non existent ships below the horizon – a tactic replicated 
successfully by the Royal Navy in other theatres. The Dutch fleet and army departed 
harbour on 8 Oct, with Admiral De Winter being reminded by his government to 
remember that Dutch ships and sailors had often fought valiantly in the face of larger 
forces; on 11 October 1797 battle commenced. 

 
 
The Dutch had 16 Ships 
of the Line deployed in a 
long line close to the 
Dutch coast. Initially the 
plan was for each British 
ship to pass between two 
Dutch ships engaging 
them simultaneously.  
 
 

The confusion of battle meant that the Royal Navy fleet also of 16 Ships formed into two 
loose squadrons that broke the Dutch in two places. MONARCH, Onslow’s flagship was 
the first to engage and to break the Dutch line of battle followed by others leading to a 
collapse of the Dutch line into chaos.  
 
One ship of Onslow’s squadron was HMS DIRECTOR under the command of William Bligh 
and performed well. Admiral Duncan, in overall command, took the surrender of the 
Dutch forces; the Dutch Admiral holding out his sword as a token of surrender. Duncan 
refused the weapon, instead shaking De Winter's hand and insisting "I would much 
rather take a brave man's hand than his sword".  
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Channel
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Losses were relatively high for 
the time on both sides, but 7 
Dutch ships of the line were 
captured and 4 frigates – a 
significant victory and the 
victors were rewarded.  
 
Onslow was given a baronetcy 
for his part in the battle, 
nineteen days later he also 
received a hundred guinea 

sword (roughly £20,000 today) and the freedom of the City of London. ONSLOW 
continued as second-in-command in the North Sea until his he retired ashore in 1798 on 
health grounds. He was promoted to full admiral in February 1799 – an automatic 
promotion that reflected his seniority rather than any further expectation of service. 
Toward the end of his life, in January 1815, he was created a Knight of the Grand Cross 
of Bath (GCB). 
 
Onslow died at Southampton on 27 December 1817, having made provision for a simple 
funeral on the basis that his men would have had far less money spent on their own 
funerals. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
I can find no evidence that Admiral 
Onslow ever actually visited St Tudy and 
the manor of Hengar and Penrose Burden. 
However, his father was Governor of the 
Citadel in Plymouth 1759 – 1760, Onslow 
himself served there as Colonel of the 
Marines in the 1780s and he must have 
entered the port of Plymouth and other 
South West coast harbours or bays in the 
course of his service. It would be unusual 
if he didn’t make at least one journey to 
visit his wife’s inheritance, while so close 
by.  
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ADMIRAL WILLIAM BLIGH – More than just mutinies. 
 

Bligh’s parents were Francis & Jane. Bligh was born 
and baptised in Plymouth in 1754 where his father 
was a Customs Officer. He was not, as often 
suggested, baptized here in St Tudy. 
 
However, the Bligh family were a long established 
and influential Cornish family from the Bodmin area 
and he is most definitely associated with Tinten 
Manor of St Tudy.  
 
This is confirmed by his own testimony, quoted by 
Reverend Polwhele, in his 1831 book ‘Biographical 
Sketches in Cornwall’ who wrote “Bligh himself 
informed me that he was a native of St. Tudy”. 
This is remembered with a plaque in the Parish 
Church. 
 
 

 
 
Bligh was a heavily built man, with black 
hair, blue eyes and a pale complexion. 
He had a good education, excelling in 
Latin, English and Maths but was known 
for being stern and hot tempered - 
notorious, even in the Navy, for his foul 
language. 
 
 
 
 
Official biographies state that Bligh went to sea as a ship’s boy in 1764, aged 7 but it is 
likely that he was only carried ‘was on the books’ to help him accrue ‘seatime’ for 
seniority but that he actually went to sea later aged 12 – 14. This sort of ruse was 
common at the time.  
 
By 1770 he was a midshipman in the Royal Navy and by the age of 19 was a qualified 
navigator and experienced junior naval officer and became the master (navigator) of 
the RESOLUTION on Captain Cook's third voyage of exploration to the Pacific. He 
received high praise from Captain Cook for his charts and observations; Bligh’s surveys, 
charts and records of the Pacific were so accurate they were still in use more than 200 
years later. On the death of Captain Cook in the Sandwich Islands in Feb 1779 Bligh 
navigated the RESOLUTION back to England – which was by then at war with France, 
Spain and the American colonies. 
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Bligh was promoted Lieutenant in 1781 and that same year 
married Elizabeth Betham, of Douglas, Isle of Man. His next 
ship was the CAMBRIDGE where he met a Manxman friend 
of the Betham family – Fletcher Christian – who ultimately 
led the mutiny on the Bounty. Christian was not then an 
officer but Bligh taught him navigation and supported his 
training.  
 
With peace in 1783 the Navy reduced strength and Bligh 
took employment in the Merchant Navy. He commanded a 
trading vessel BRITANNIA on voyages to the West Indies for 
four years. Fletcher Christian joined him and served under 
his command for those four years. 
 
 
In 1787 Bligh was appointed to his first Royal Navy command – HMS Bounty to sail to 
Tahiti and collect breadfruit plants to provide cheap food for West Indian slaves. 

Arriving successfully then spending 6 
months preparing and loading the breadfruit 
– Bligh left for the West Indies in April 1789. 
As we know shortly after leaving Tahiti the 
crew, led by Fletcher Christian, mutinied 
and cast Bligh adrift together with 18 
supporters. (we’ll come back to this). 
Acquitted by a court-martial in 1790 of 
responsibility for losing his ship, he 
returned to Tahiti as Captain of HMS Falcon 
and successfully introduced breadfruit 
plants into the West Indies.  
 

 
Bligh was given further commands (see table below) in the Royal Navy – an indication of 
his skill and ability – and eventually became an Admiral.  
 

• 1787  – HMS BOUNTY 
• 1790  - HMS FALCON (Sloop) 
• 1791 – 1793 - HMS PROVIDENCE 
• 1795  - HMS CALCUTTA 
• 1796 – 1801 - HMS DIRECTOR 
• 1801  - HMS GLATTON & HMS MONARCH 
• 1804  - HMS WARRIOR 
• 1805  - Appointed Governor NEW SOUTH WALES 
• 1810  - HMS HINDOSTAN (for return voyage to England 

 
 
In 1797 he was in command of HMS DIRECTOR, seeing action in 1797 at Camperdown as 
mentioned earlier. In 1801 at the Battle of Copenhagen (where Nelson famously said “I 
see no ships”), Bligh - in command of HMS GLATTON, was commended by Nelson who 
said “Bligh, I sent for you to thank you. You have supported me nobly”.  
 
His contributions to navigation and natural history resulted in election as a fellow of the 
Royal Society in 1801. Sir Joseph Banks -  leading light of the Royal Society, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fletcher_Christian
https://www.rmg.co.uk/discover/explore/leaders-heroes/admiral-nelson
http://www.joseph-banks.org.uk/
https://royalsociety.org/?gclid=EAIaIQobChMI8sf3xK2t2QIVCr7tCh2h2QIqEAAYASAAEgLZXfD_BwE
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recommended Bligh's appointment as governor of New South Wales in Australia.  
 

 
  
 
By then an Admiral, Bligh arrived in 1806 
with instructions to end the trading 
monopoly enjoyed by Army officers of 
the New South Wales Corps (also known 
as the Rum Corp and a byword for 
corruption and ill discipline). The rum 
traffic was prohibited & other traders 
encouraged. But the Army faction 
resisted the law, and Bligh collided with 
them; after holding office for only 17 
months Bligh was deposed in what 
became known as the Rum Rebellion.  
 
 
 

  
Despite this second mutiny Bligh was well regarded by the non Army settlers in 
Australia. During his time there a number of boys born in Sydney were given the name 
‘William Bligh’. William Bligh Turnbull born 1809 is an ancestor of Malcolm Bligh 
Turnbull – the current Prime Minister of Australia.  At a subsequent court-martial in 
London Bligh was exonerated of responsibility for the mutiny but criticised for tactless 
behaviour as Governor and held no further Royal Navy positions.  

 
  
 
 
Bligh retired to Kent and died in Lambeth, 
London on Dec. 17, 1817. He is buried in the 
grounds of the Tradescant Garden Museum - 
previously the Church of St Mary In Lambeth.  
 
 
 
 

 
THE MUTINY & BLIGH’S VOYAGE 

 
HMS BOUNTY, with a crew of 46, sailed Tahiti on 4 April 1789 – bound for the West 
Indies with over 1,000 breadfruits aboard. The crew had enjoyed 6 months of indolent 
life with little discipline, direction or control. In this Bligh was negligent – at sea in a 
crisis he was reportedly a superb seaman and leader but, at this early stage of his 
career, he was a rather slack & easy going captain – with violent, short lived, rages and 
tantrums. Consistency in a commander is a valuable characteristic, something that 
young or inexperienced officers learn over time.  
 
The crew had not settled back into life at sea – after their taste of paradise - everyone 
was short tempered. Bligh’s temper was particularly marked during the three weeks 

http://www.sl.nsw.gov.au/stories/terra-australis-australia/1808-rum-rebellion
https://gardenmuseum.org.uk/the-museum/history/tradescants/
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prior to the mutiny. Several petty incidents infuriated Bligh who called the crew ….. 
 

“Scoundrels, rascals, hell hounds, beasts and infamous wretches” and threatened 
to ‘Kill one half of the people and make the officers jump overboard’ 

 
Initially, Fletcher Christian did not intend to lead a mutiny but to desert - he was 
persuaded by others to instead take the ship. Bligh was brought up on deck in his night 
clothes and preparations made for him, the ship’s clerk and two midshipmen to be cast 
adrift. However, in total 30 men (of a crew of 46) declared themselves for Bligh – not 
out of personal loyalty to Bligh but more probably out of a desire not to become 
mutineers, for which the penalty was death.  
 
 

 
 
19 men were set adrift in the 
open boat – 26 foot by 6 foot.  
Bligh decided initially to 
make for a nearby island 
‘Tofoa’, of the Friendly Isles, 
to take on food and water – 
but the natives were hostile 
and one man, John Norton 
was killed.  
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
There were now 18 men in an overcrowded 
boat, with food & water for 5 days, 4 
cutlasses, no firearms, a compass and 
sextant but no chronometer. Freeboard was 
‘one handwidth’. A replica of the longboat is 
on display at Falmouth Maritime Museum.  
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The nearest friendly territory was 3,700 miles away, 
rations had to be cut for an estimated 50 days.  For 
much of the voyage the weather was cold and stormy 
with rain and high seas. The men had to bail 
constantly. The poor weather may however have saved 
them, without the rain there would not have been 
enough fresh water. The ration, served twice daily, 
was ½ oz of bread (roughly a digestive biscuit) and a 
quarter pint of water with occasional additions of half 
an ounce of port and a teaspoonful of rum. A fish line 
was always out - no fish was ever caught, the rations 
averaged, it is estimated, just 350 calories a day.  
 
Everyone suffered terribly but under Bligh’s leadership they survived 
 

  
Bligh and his crew of 18 
arrived Coupang (Kupang,in 
modern day Timor) after 48 
day, 3,700 mile voyage in an 
open boat. (Two men, 
weakened by their 
privations, died 
subsequently after arrival) 
 
             

 
                    
                       
 
 
 
 
 

 
Whatever Bligh’s personal failings this was, and remains, a triumph of navigation and 
leadership. In his career he: 
 

 Moved on successfully from being an inexperienced captain of BOUNTY mutiny 
fame 

 Commanded several further ships 

 Fought them valiantly in battle 

 Was Governor of New South Wales  

 Was an accomplished navigator 

 Was a Fellow of the Royal Society.  
 

We should be proud to remember him as a ‘Man of St Tudy’.   
 

  

Route of HMS Bounty to Tahiti and on 
departing 
 Route of HMS Bounty after mutiny 
 
Route of Bounty longboat after mutiny 
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BOTH OF OUR ST TUDY ADMIRALS SERVED IN THE 18th CENTURY SAILING NAVY. What was 
life like in the ‘Sailing Navy’?  
 
 

 
 
Books & films would have you believe that ships and crews: 
 

 Experienced regular, violent and murderous warfare  

 Were led by cruel and tyrannical officers  

 Men were pressed from the dregs of society, ill treated, fed on rotting meat and 
half drunk on high proof rum.  

 
Yet the Royal Navy waged maritime war against strong opponents and won, repeatedly.  
Sailors in battle were brave, disciplined and daring - could they also be the 
downtrodden & pressed men of fiction?  
 
Dr Johnson famously said: 
 

“No man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail; for 
being in a ship is being in a jail, with the chance of being drowned.” 

 
For a gentleman brought up in a comfortable house, with servants, clean sheets, regular 
meals & fine wine then the contrast with shipboard life could be severe. However, for 
the officer class there was the prospect of glory, promotion and substantial reward.  
 
For a poor boy brought up in the slums of London or the country, living in cramped, 
crowded and leaky rooms, with poor food then the prospect of life as a sailor on the 
lower deck with regular hot food, clothes and medical attention, lifetime employment 
and a pension was probably not unbearable. Pressed men were certainly part of 
recruitment, many more joined voluntarily. 

 
  



 17 

FOOD: 
As the table below sets out the sailor of the 18th C enjoyed 6 lbs of meat a week, 7 lbs 
of bread, 7 gallons of beer (small beer – second / third mash – thus weaker).  
 

 
 
 

A farm labourer would probably have counted himself lucky to see meat once a 
week. 

 
The Admiralty of the time declared that ‘seamen should have the very best of 
everything of its kind’. Captains and pursers were obliged to inspect and report on the 
quality and wastage. Given the low level of technology available to store and preserve 
foodstuffs at the time, the food provided was pretty good – as the wastage rates in the 
table below show: 
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PAY 
 
In 1815 an unqualified ‘landsman’ was paid around £15.00 a year plus, of course, all 
food and accommodation for free. At the same time a farm labourer might expect to 
earn around £11.00 a year from which he would have to buy his food and pay rent. 
 

  

Landsman £15.00 

Able Seaman £20.00 

Petty Officer £27.00 

Surgeon £175.00 

Ships Gunner £60.00 

MIdshipman £22.50 

Lieutenant £100.00 

Commander £200.00 

Captain £800.00 

 
Naval pay was often paid in arrears. ‘Paying Off’ is a term, still used in today, that 
denotes the end of a ship’s commission. It references the 18th C practice of withholding 
a sailor’s pay until the ship itself was no longer seagoing and thus ‘Paid Off’.  
 
Equally, a sailor would have various sums deducted for his necessaries (but not food) – 
necessaries included his clothes, fines for misbehaviour, purchases of goods (tobacco 
usually but other goods as well) from the ship’s purser and the cost of treating any 
venereal disease – the ship’s surgeon receiving a fee of 1 shilling for every treatment.  
 
However, for all at sea with the Royal Navy there was the opportunity to earn “PRIZE 
MONEY”. All or part of the value of any captured ship, plus £5.00 per head of captured 
crew, was passed to the captain & crew that took her, shared out as in the table below:  
 

Admiral     - 1/8th  
Captain     - ¼  
Lieutenants shared    - 1/8th  
Senior Warrant Officers shared   - 1/8th(Surgeon, purser, carpenter, boatswain, gunner)  
Junior Warrant Officers shared   - 1/8th  
Rest of the crew shared   - ¼  on the basis of seniority and qualifications  

 
Prizes were keenly sought for the value of a captured ship was often such that a crew 
could make far more than a year's pay for a few hours' fighting. Boarding and hand-to-
hand fighting remained common long after naval technology allowed ships to sink the 
enemy from afar.  
 
For example: Two ships HMS Active & HMS Favourite captured the Spanish frigate 
HERMIONE in 1762.  Each captain received £65,000 (roughly £11 million in today’s 
money) and every seaman received £500 (roughly £90,000 today). PRIZE MONEY in this 
fashion continued into the 20th century and was still paid to crews in World War One.   
 
By WWII, instead of payments to individuals, prize money was shared between Coastal 
Command, Merchant Navy Crews and Royal Navy crews. It was mostly used to pay for 
such things as sports facilities & canteens ashore or libraries and film projectors at sea – 
rather than spending it wisely on wine, women and song – as had been Jack’s traditional 
use for prize money. 
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Crime & Punishment: 
 

In 18th C Britain there were more than 200 
capital offences – and about 60% of those 
condemned to death were actually executed.  
 
By comparison Navy had less than 20 capital 
crimes. Of 254 men accused of desertion (a 
capital offence) in 1763 toward the end of the 
7 Years war, 50 were sentenced to death but 
only 12 (<5%) were actually hung.  
 
Flogging, using the infamouse ‘cat o nine tails’ 
(pictured) was a punishment used – but 

reflected the times rather than an uncommon cruelty of the RN. It was relatively rare,  
 
Captain Faulknor in two years in command had three men flogged (two of whom 
admitted they deserved it for having stolen from their shipmates) with 12 lashes given – 
this level of discipline was the norm – harsher regimes were frowned upon.  
 
Commanding officers would be reprimanded by the Admiralty for excessively harsh 
discipline – and even dismissed their ship. A Captain Faulknor was officially reprimanded 
for his practice of flogging men who took more than 5 minutes to respond to a call ‘all 
hands’.  

LIFE AT SEA: 
 

A sailor in the Navy in late 18th C would have served aboard one of 136 ships of the line - 
(with 50 guns or more) - or one of 160 smaller vessels.  

 
He could have been stationed in the North Sea, 
the Channel, the Western Approaches, the 
Mediterranean (East or West), the Caribbean, 
the East Indies or off the coast of North 
America. 
 
A 74-gun, two-decked warship, the spine of 
the line of battle, was known generically as a 
‘Ship of the Line’. With a well manned and 
trained crew it could deliver 1.5 tons of shot 
every 2 – 3 minutes, often, at an almost point 

blank range. At the Battle of Trafalgar HMS VICTORY alone delivered over 30 tons of 
shot.  At that encounter there were 27 ships of similar or larger size – battling the 
Franco Spanish fleet of 33 ships, similarly armed. Overall, that battle probably saw 
nearly 2,000 tons of shot exchanged between the combatants.  
 
A Ship of the LIne had 2 acres of sail, 25 miles of rigging (from which the term ‘learning 
the ropes’ arises), a crew of more than 600 and 1,200 tons of food. Cows, pigs, goats, 
sheep and fowl of numerous types berthed alongside the men. The ship was a small 
village afloat and required constant care and maintenance. Life at sea for the common 
sailor was busy but repetitive. Much of the time ships sat at anchor or patrolled the seas 
on blockade or convoy duties.  
 

https://www.royalnavy.mod.uk/news-and-latest-activity/features/trafalgar-day/battle-of-trafalgar
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Sailors cleaned, painted, maintained the fabric of the ship and trained.  
Off duty entertainments were frequent - with concerts, dancing, music & poetry recitals 
and sporting contests – boxing, rowing or shooting – while hobbies such as making fancy 
knotwork, sewing & repairing clothes, model building and making scrimshaw were other 
ways to while away time.  
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Healthcare & Surgery 
 
 
In the 18th century a sailor far more likely to die of disease or ship wreck than in battle.  
All ships carried a doctor – though not necessarily what we would recognise today as a 
doctor but someone with sufficient skill to diagnose and treat common ailments and to 
carry out basic, if brutal, surgery. They were usually called surgeons but were not 
required to have a medical degree – they trained by apprenticeship.  The Royal Navy 
‘Sick & Hurt’ Board examined and appointed surgeons, ensured that they were equipped 
with the necessary instruments, supplied with medicines and made returns of the sick 
and wounded to the Admiralty and Navy Boards. 
 

 
By 1815, the Royal Navy had over 300 ships all 
with a designated space for use as a sick bay.  
 
There were:  
 

 14 physicians (University trained) 
 850 surgeons 
 500 assistant surgeons caring for 

130,000 men.  
 

Surgeons were well paid, starting at £175 a year, rising to over £300 and, of course, 
were eligible for prize money. In addition, surgeons responsible for: 
 

 regulating sanitary conditions 
 fumigating the sick bay and decks by burning sulphur 
  Maintaining ventilating machines to supply fresh air to the lower decks. (no 

heating beyond the galley stove). 
 

Treatments were limited by the knowledge of the time and the quality of the surgeon – 
but within these constraints, sailors usually had better and more immediate healthcare 
than their landbased counterpart. In battle typical wounds were: 
 

 Splinters thrown up from a cannon ball strike – often over two foot long of 
seasoned oak with razor sharp edges 

 Blunt trauma from falling spars and blocks  
 Damage from shot, shell and cutlass.  

 
During a battle the surgeon worked in the cockpit, a space below the waterline – usually 
painted red to conceal the inevitable blood. Fiction, again, usually talks of amputation – 
but other procedures such as trephining, setting broken bones, basic dentistry, probing 
wounds for musket balls and debris as well as bleeding were all common along with 
treatments for other less traumatic ailments – hernias, constipation and disease. 
Amputation was an operation with a high rate of mortality. Unsurprising, before the 
advent of proper antiseptic procedures.  
 
  

http://home.wlu.edu/~lubint/touchstone/2000/Trephination-Chew.htm
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The rapid amputation of a limb was the 
measure of a naval surgeon. The technique 
required making a circular sweep through the 
flesh to the bone in one quick single action - 
and was routinely completed within three 
minutes – with the patient’s mates holding him 
down in the absence of anaesthesia – though 
rum and brandy were used to dull the 
patient’s senses.  
 

Contrary to fiction – cauterising with tar was not used – arteries and veins were tied off 
with thread – one end of which was left trailing to allow for the drainage of ‘laudable 
pus’ which was supposed to eliminate unhealthy humors from the wound. Unbeknownst 
at the time, this provided a pathway for post operative infection.  
 
 

NOTE: The Wellcome Trust has recently funded the digitising of 18th and 19th 
C reports, journals and diaries made by Ship’s Surgeons held in the National 
Archives – ‘Surgeons at Sea’ a fascinating read if you have time.  
 

It wasn't the cat o’ nine tails that was so fearsome 200 years ago but some of the 
treatments.  
 

 Brandy enemas 
 Strychnine injections 
 Sulphuric acid gargles 
 Taking up to three and a half pints of blood as a cure for pneumonia  

 
Were all common treatments yet none of them worked.  
 
 
 WINSTON CHURCHILL quote famously said that 
naval tradition was ‘Rum, Sodomy and the 
Lash’: Will concentrate to finish on the rum 
element. A sailor's ration of alcohol was 
originally beer with a daily ration of one gallon, 
(formalised by Samuel Pepys). Beer was drunk 
as the water, stored in barrels, was usually 
foul.  
It could be substituted by a pint of wine or half 
a pint of spirits. The political influence of the 
West Indian planters led to rum being given the 
preference over other spirits.  
 
The half pint of spirits (roughly 2/3 of today’s 
bottle of spirits) was originally issued neat at 
95.5% proof.  
 
 
Later regulations required the rum to be diluted 2 parts water : 1 part rum for junior 
sailors in the belief that dilution would reduce the effect of the alcohol.  
The abolition of the rum ration was discussed in Parliament in the Victorian Navy but 

https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-1-84628-509-7_7
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5538214/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5538214/
http://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/surgeonsatsea/
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nothing came of it – except to reduce the quantity from ½ pint to 1/8th of pint.  
Not until 31 July 1970, six days before I joined the Navy, that the ration was abolished 
as being incompatible with complex naval technology, including nuclear power. 
However, until that day every sailor was entitled to 75ml (3 pub measures) of 95.5% 
proof (57% ABV) rum roughly equal to 8 units of alcohol. 
   


