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Yet while McLynn follows the historical 
anthrop ologist Thomas and devotes con
siderable space to what happens when 
European sailors encounter Pacific islanders 
(and other native peoples around the Bering 
Straits), he is just as interested in what happens 
at sea in Cook’s earlier career and on each of the 
three illustrious voyages. Clearly seamanship  
the focus declared in the subtitle of the book  
must be construed widely including how ships 
are handled, the sea and weather conditions 
encountered (which in Cook’s case included 
everything the seas in the vicinity of Arctic and 
Antarctic could throw at him and everything 
else in between); but it also includes captaincy, 
the competence and welfare of the crew, their 
provisioning and discipline. 

What then of Cook’s seamanship, in 
particular? Many books summarize his form
ative years and skip quickly to his Pacific 
voyaging. McLynn moves at a slower pace 
which not only makes for a longer book (17 
full chapters excluding the conclusion and 
end matters) but he gives due attention to the 
origins of Cook’s skills and his careerchanging 
decision to forego a secure life in the merchant 
navy for a less predictable one for someone with 
his lowly origins in the Royal Navy. We learn 
how he was inspired by a military surveyor, 
Samuel Holland while in Canada and honed his 
skills in charting large parts of Newfoundland 
accurately and, in due course (and even more 
impressively), in mapping the coastline of the 
islands of New Zealand for the first time with 
remarkable precision. Each chapter begins 
with an appropriate sea chart emphasizing the 
interest in the technical aspects of surveying 
which provides one of the leitmotifs of the 
work. We follow his progress through his 
acquisition of technical and personal skills and 
his geographical and cultural encounters. The 
iconic chart from the point of view of those 
interested in crosscultural understandings is the 
famous one produced under the Tahitian priest
navigator Tupaia’s direction whilst aboard the 
Endeavour and reproduced by Johan Reinhold 
Forster in his account of the second voyage. 
One of the very few issues McLynn (and, as far 
as I am aware, almost all other commentators) 
seems to have missed is the question of whether 
it is in fact accurate as printed. A nineteenth 

century source, Horatio Hale, tells us that for 
Tahitians ‘north’ is the direction towards which 
the north wind blows (i.e. south) and vice versa. 
This would seem to explain why the islands 
Cook actually visited are correctly oriented 
on the chart but those known only to Tupaia, 
though in the right places, are upside down.

The book’s themes are numerous, all skilfully 
interwoven in a compelling narrative style. 
Cook’s personal experience takes us into the 
intricacies of how classdriven was the system 
of preferment in the Admiralty at the time and 
how Cook’s talent for understatement and 
modesty gave way to increasingly questionable 
judgement as his fame grew. As a historian 
McLynn is fully aware of the international 
implications of voyaging in terms of European 
jostling for position, commercial opportunity 
and prestige. The book is further set in an 
understanding of Enlightenment ideas through 
to the emergence of gothic and romantic 
literature (the influence of Cook’s voyages on 
Mary Shelley and perhaps Coleridge). The moral 
ambiguities of cultural encounter are to the 
fore, and the misunderstandings of intention on 
both sides are highlighted. Dark irony pervades 
much of this, not least the spreading of sexually
transmitted diseases on earlier voyages leading 
to reinfection from similarly unrestricted 
liaison between seamen and Polynesians on 
later visits. The only topic missing, perhaps, is 
consideration of the enduring importance not 
just of his accurate charts but of the botanical 
specimens and ethnographical objects collected 
on Cook’s voyages – referred to by McLynn in 
eighteenth century language as ‘curios’ and now 
amongst the most treasured parts of museum 
displays around the globe.

McLynn takes full advantage of the 
accumulated literature to give an absorbing 
account not just of Cook’s life but of the 
state of what we might reasonably call ‘Cook 
studies’ as it stands in the twentyfirst century. 
He does have wellfounded views, but he sets 
out clearly the differing range and tenor of 
more recent reassessments before coming to 
his own conclusions. This is a comprehensive 
and accomplished biography in its own right; 
but more than that, it is also a masterful 
commentary on the literature that continues to 
gather unabated around someone who, for all 
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his complexity and the ambiguous outcomes of 
some of his actions, remains for his biographer 
what he is characterized as being on page 1: 
quite simply, ‘the finest maritime explorer in 
the history of the world’. 

John Mack
University of east anglia
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The ‘Great Age’ of the sailing warship has 
received such detailed study that is difficult to 
believe there is more to be said on the subject. 
Many (possibly most) Mariner’s Mirror readers 
will emphatically doubt this view, and these 
books will justify their view. Taken together the 
Hearts of Oak trilogy aims to examine ‘three 
of the most iconic and yet largely unexplored 
stories of the period . . . that will slice together to 
form a narrative of an era which stretches from 
the English Civil War to the coming of steam’. 

All three books consistently impress, 
and will afford pleasant reading and detailed 
understanding to both the specialist and the 
general reader. Many will be surprised at the 
volume and variety of surviving documentary 
and artistic evidence, which is consistently 
presented in considerable detail and to good 
effect. The illustrations are a significant contri

bution to research, while the author reproduces 
much primary documentary evidence to good 
effect. The quantitative evidence (including 
detailed costings for refitting ships) that is 
cited in Temeraire and the detailed account of 
the damage caused by Peter the Great to John 
Evelyn’s house (in Benbow) are good examples. 

The author writes succinctly and fluidly, 
and has been well served by his publishers. The 
small size of the illustrations, as reproduced 
in the paperback editions, presumably derives 
from their prior larger reproduction in 
hardback, but the high quality of their repro
duction does much to alleviate this. The 
appendices, glossaries, biblio graphies, and 
indices are exemplary, as are the maps (which 
are often poor in naval histories). 

Against this background, the selection of 
specific points for comment from these complex 
works must be personal to the reviewer, to the 
point of idiosyncracy.

Temeraire is (predictably) centred around 
the famous painting by Turner, and provides 
an integrated study of the first two vessels of 
the name in Royal Navy service, combining 
the stories of their structures and fittings 
with those of their people and roles, and their 
recognized significance against the complex 
events of a formative period in European 
history. The successive Temeraires appear more 
typical of the period than the betterknown 
Victory in a manner which demonstrates the 
variety of naval operations at this period, 
extending beyond the famous battles to render 
the subtitle ‘legend of Trafalgar’ misleading. 
The conception of the chapters is admirable, 
each being a selfcontained study of its period, 
within which varied topics are considered.

The author makes much of the study of 
the material remains of the second Temeraire, 
offering some curious insights. It will surprise 
many that the principal threedimensional 
evidence for the form of the later ship is a bone 
prisonerofwar model of limited veracity. The 
crew list of the ship at Trafalgar is a fascinating 
(and thoughtprovoking) basis for further 
study. 

To discuss three chapters specifically:
The Baltic and Iberian Temeraire (May 

1809–August 1811) (pp. 207–29) stresses the 
significance of naval warfare after Trafalgar, 
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most notably within and around the Baltic as 
the Napoleonic Continental System aimed to 
reduce British naval capability by restricting 
the supply of shipbuilding materials. Second
rates were particularly valuable on account 
of their relatively shallow draught, and the 
active service of the Temeraire is described 
on the basis of the diary account of marine 
Thomas Rees, the descriptions of the capture 
of a shore foraging party from the Ardent and 
the subsequent attack by light gunboats being 
revealing. 

The Retired Temeraire (December 1811–
August 1838) (pp. 233–57) starts with the ship 
stricken with yellow fever, and continues with 
her return to England and decommissioning, 
only 14 years after construction. Contemporary 
developments in ship construction are 
described, and the extended description of life 
in a prison ship is instructive. Then follows 
con sideration of the development of the 
Nelsonian legend, supported by King George 
IV and centred on the construction of Trafalgar 
Square and the paintings of J. M. W. Turner (of 
Trafalgar) and Edward Cooke (of Temeraire). 
The chapter ends with the sale of the Temeraire 
and her towage to Rotherhithe for scrapping.

The Fighting Temeraire (August 1838–
August 2009) (pp. 261–81) describes the popular 
pre occupation with the ship at the time of the 
development of the world of fine art. Turner’s 
iconic painting is discussed in detail, with 
con sideration of the artistic licence employed 
and against the background of contemporary 
attitudes to the sea, to maritime heritage, and to 
romantic art. The chapter ends with a summary 
of the few physical remains of the vessel that 
are known to survive.

By contrast, The Admiral Benbow is a far 
more ‘difficult’ study, by virtue of its setting 
within the fearsome complexities of a period 
with which many readers will be unfamiliar and 
within which both the constitutional monarchy 
and the maritime empire were becoming estab
lished as fundamentals of subsequent British 
development. In consequence, the distinctive 
characteristics of the naval service and its 
direction that were becoming consolidated 
on their Pepysian basis. Any comment on this 
complex work, therefore, must be personally 
subjective and highly selective.

The first two chapters describe Benbow’s 
entry into naval service against the confused 
and confusing background of the Civil War 
and the Restoration period, which is clearly 
explained. His father was a Parliamentary 
soldier who changed allegiance to the Royalist 
cause, was captured by Parliamentary forces, 
and executed as a traitor. His early training 
and experience in trading vessels on the River 
Severn indicates the importance of river 
transport in some parts of England before the 
‘canal age’, and will be a revelation to many. 

Within the ‘gentleman and players’ structure 
of the Restoration navy, Benbow was of the 
latter school, although he came to adopt the style 
of the former. By contrast with those typical of 
officers of the classic period and later, his career 
appears disjointed and varied. His rise (in 1689) 
from third lieutenant of a Third Rate to captain 
of First Rate within five months without part
icipation in any significant operation doubtless 
owed much to his taking the correct side in 
the Glorious Revolution of the previous year, 
but avoiding direct involvement. Benbow’s 
naval service encompasses fleet actions, shore 
bombardments, convoy escort duties, and the 
attempted suppression of both Barbary pirates 
and the French guerre de course. His career as a 
fighting sailor was broken by a lengthy return 
to merchant service (between 1683 and 1689) 
and by administrative appointments (as master 
attendant) at Chatham Dockyard in 1689 and 
at Deptford in 1690–6. Later, he served in the 
administration of Greenwich Hospital and 
Trinity House, two organizations which were 
developing in parallel with the navy itself. 

Regrettably, Benbow’s behaviour and 
attitudes fell short of the (possibly over
romanticized) Nelsonian ideal to such an 
extent that he would now be considered a war 
criminal. His delight in the shelling (in 1693, at 
St Malo) of a convent is only matched by the 
statement (p. 321) that, in 1686, ‘Benbow [was] 
possibly attacked by Corsairs and possibly 
decapitates thirteen corsairs and presents the 
heads in a sack to Cadiz magistrates.’ 

The student of warship technology will 
appreciate both the informative summary 
of Benbow’s Warships (appendix II) and the 
lengthy discussion of bomb vessels and machine 
vessels, particularly as used against French 
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(civilian) shore targets. The former represent 
the transfer to maritime service of a weapon 
developed in the artillerybased land warfare 
of the period; the problems inherent in their 
use are well described (pp. 151–3). Although 
the concept was eventually to prove successful, 
the same cannot be said of the machine vessel. 
These latter (as described, pp. 153–5) were the 
explosive descendants of the fireship, being 
essentially ‘the seventeenthcentury maritime 
equivalent of a nail bomb in a truck’; their use 
was (happily) not repeated.

Appropriately, Benbow ends with the 
death of its subject from wounds received 
in a scrappy and disorganized battle against 
the French Admiral Jean du Casse, but in a 
manner which is far from the romantic ideal, 
being the consequence of illfitted ships and 
reluctant subordinates. True to form, the well
documented courtmartial of the latter affords 
a further body of historical evidence, while the 
life of Benbow becomes a tradition in itself, in 
a manner, as is described and exemplified (pp. 
313–18 and 349–55).

The third book (The Glorious First of June) 
considers the major fleet action of 1794 both 
in detail and in context, to rediscover ‘a naval 
legend that has been forgotten’ (p. xxxvii). The 
author successfully illustrates this complex 
picture by judicious selection from the available 
primary material, which is prodigious, even by 
the extraordinary standards of naval history. 
The extended introduction (pp. xxxiii–xlvi) 
forms an essay which is valuable in itself.

The author begins by setting the ‘hardest
fought battle of the Age of Sail’ against the 
back ground of internecine, indiscriminate 
and uncontained bloodshed on land. He 
illustrates the different political systems and 
underlying attitudes within Britain and France 
in the context of popular attitudes to failing 
monarchs, and illustrates events which are too 
often seen in outline through vivid processual 
detail. The ‘Reign of Terror’ is a case in point: 
the image of Parisian sewers being choked with 
the congealed blood of victims of the guillotine 
(p. xxxix) will live long in the imagination. 
As is explained early (pp. xxxvii–xxxviii), this 
was a battle of extreme significance, both in 
the context of contemporary events and in the 
development of naval warfare. It sometimes 

appears to presage the convoy battles of the 
Second World War. More detail might usefully 
have been given of Howe’s developments 
in signalling procedures but there is sound 
coverage of technical developments in 
gunnery (p. 209) while the table of British 
powder expenditure (pp. 343–4) illustrates a 
fundamental aspect of naval warfare which is 
rarely mentioned. 

The British side is notable for its 
personalities. Pride of place goes to Admiral 
Howe, whose service to the navy and the crown 
was equalled by few and surpassed by none 
across a career of exceptional variety which 
lasted for 59 years (1740–99). Even the relevant 
headings in the comprehensive index indicate 
a character which is simultaneously powerful, 
prickly and selfcontradictory: ‘inability to 
express himself’ and ‘burns prize ships’ appear 
incompatible with ‘influence over seamen’ 
and ‘seamen’s friend.’ Few other British 
naval officers can have challenged a brother 
captain to a duel following public criticism 
(John Hervey, in 1782). Even fewer can have 
declined a marquisate (offered by William Pitt 
as a politicallydetermined substitute for the 
knighthood which might have been expected 
after the battle). The picture presented is of a 
man essentially in character with the politicized 
navy of the previous century; the comparison 
with Benbow is notable. His return to fleet 
command at sea (in effect taking demotion 
from the post of First Lord of the Admiralty) 
at the age of 67, following a direct order from 
the king, and while suffering from severe gout 
is surprising, even by the standards of the time. 

The battle was important as the proving
ground for many who later achieved success. 
Many of the British officers mentioned are 
those (too familiar for repetition) who formed 
the hard core of the navy until 1815. Others are 
familiar for different reasons. The student of 
naval surveying will note both Francis Beaufort 
and Matthew Finders among the midshipmen. 

The role, contemporary status and manning 
of the French navy form a major theme of the 
book. The graphic description by Kempenfelt 
(p. 16) of the high standard of French 
seamanship at the battle of Ushant (1778) 
disproves any assumption of intrinsic British 
superiority, while the summary (pp. 17–18) 
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of the financial stringencies and manning 
limitations affecting the French navy does 
much to explain its deficiencies and more to 
give grounds for com mendation. Above all, 
it demonstrates the eternal verity that a fleet 
of high standard needs continual support 
from, and must represent, a welldeveloped 
industrial, social and political basis.

True to form, the book considers in detail 
the popular presentation of the battle, its 
effects and its personalities. It begins with 
contrasting descriptions of the monuments to 
captains James Montagu, John Hutt and John 
Harvey in Westminster Abbey, and to La 
Bataille Prairial (the French term for the event, 
using the Republican calendar) in the Panthéon 
in the Place de la République, Paris. Chapter 4 
(‘The First War Artist’) describes the various 
early attempts to present naval warfare to the 
public, while the last three chapters describe 
the aftermath of the battle in both Britain 
and France. Again, the imagery is succinctly 
striking: ‘Howe now returned with his prizes 
and his holds full of enemy prisoners’ (p. 229) is 
a simple expression of naval reality. The political 
consequences were, as ever, both more complex 
and less predictable. In Britain, the royal 
welcome (by George III, at Portsmouth) forms 
a magnificent counterpart to the celebration of 
the success of the allimportant grain convoy 
at Brest. The subsequent protracted and 
frequently unpleasant controversies in both 
countries need not detain us; sufficient to say 
that this was a battle which either side might 
view with satisfaction. 

Enough of the specifics. Taken together, 
these wellwritten and attractive books are con
sistently innovative and informative, offering 
far more than their size and modest prices 
(£14.99 apiece in paperback) would suggest and 
making them equally attractive to the specialist, 
to the student and to the presentseeker. Above 
all, their consistent quality demonstrates the 
potential value of this descriptive and illustrative 
but essentially selective approach, which might 
profitably be applied to other periods. The 
Victorian navy perhaps?

In postscript, it gives great pleasure to 
congratulate the author on the welldeserved 
award of the Anderson Medal, in welljustified 
recognition of an impressive achievement of 

lasting value. These are books which many will 
frequently consult and reread.

robert J. c. Mowat
DUnferMline
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Kevin Brown’s book is the latest, and most 
ambitious, example of the growing interest in 
maritime disease and medicine. Its purpose, as 
demonstrated in the subtitle – forget the ‘sexed 
up’ references to pox and scurvy – is to tell ‘the 
Story of Sickness and Health at Sea.’ Inevitably, 
the need to cover a period that ranges from 
the transportation of plaguecarrying rats in 
the fourteenth century to the work of the SS 
Uganda as a hospital ship during the Falklands, 
presents a formidable challenge. How does one 
manage such an enormous historical panorama? 

One of the techniques favoured by the author 
is to adopt a thematic rather than a strictly 
chronological approach in which each of the 
ten chapters comprises a more or less separate 
essay. Thus, ‘Deadly Cargoes’ deals with the 
transference of diseases like plague and syphilis 
into Europe, and smallpox and influenza out 
of it, in and after the Age of Exploration; ‘The 
Surgeon’s Mate’ with maritime health from 
the Tudor to and Jacobean periods; ‘Sick and 
Hurt’ with the institutionalization of care up 
to the seventeenth century; ‘Plague at Sea’ with 
the position of surgeons, the development of 
hospitals and major maritime diseases during 
the eighteenth; England’s Expectations’ with 
the situation during the Napoleonic Wars; ‘The 
Middle Passage’ with the slave trade; ‘Huddled 
Masses’ with convict and immigrant ships in 
the nineteenth century; ‘Sea Airs’ with the 
development of luxury passenger and cruise 
liners; and ‘Bright and Breezy’ and ‘Stormy 
Waters’ with medicine in the Royal Navy from 
Victorian to modern times.

Another is to adopt the style of the journalist 


