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There is no more famous a vessel in naval

fiction than HMS Surprise, the principal

ship in Patrick O’Brian’s much-celebrated

Aubrey-Maturin series of sea stories. Yet this

28-gun frigate also had a most eventful real

career serving in both the French and then the

Royal Navies before she was delivered into the

fictional captaincy of Jack Aubrey.
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The Royal Navy of Edward Hamilton’s day was no stranger to mutiny. It had

always been common in a force recruited largely by a crude and cruel method

of conscription, in which victuals were sometimes poor and wages remained

unpaid, and in which captains were often isolated and there was little, except

their own strength of character, to stop them turning into tyrants.There were

hundreds of mutinies in these years, partly because the term was applied very

liberally, both in law and in popular usage. At the lowest level, ‘mutinous

expressions’ simply implied that an individual seaman had been insolent, and

men were often flogged for that in the Surprise. On a slightly higher plane, it

might comprise two or three seamen refusing duty and being flogged. It might

also be a kind of naval strike, in which the seamen, for example, refused to

raise anchor until they had been paid. Mutinies of this kind were often settled

without any recourse to the law, by negotiation or by the authorities giving in.

They rarely took place at sea, and they usually conformed to a well-estab-

lished, if unwritten, set of rules. Sometimes they developed into much larger

affairs involving more than one ship, as had happened in 1797. First the

Channel Fleet anchored at Spithead near Portsmouth had demanded many

reforms, including their first pay rise for nearly a century and a half, and had

enjoyed a certain amount of success.Then the North Sea Fleet anchored at the

Nore in the Thames Estuary revolted in a more extreme fashion, displacing

unpopular officers and threatening to blockade London. It was put down and

many of the alleged ringleaders were hanged. St Vincent only kept order in

the Mediterranean Fleet by constant vigilance and severe punishment, and no

admiral or captain could feel entirely immune from the threat.There were 42

courts martial for mutiny during 1798 alone, involving 130 men, for offences

such as ‘mutinous expressions’, ‘mutinous assembly’, and ‘conspiracy to

mutiny’.They delivered sentences ranging from 100 lashes or more, known

as ‘flogging round the fleet’, to hanging.They were only the tip of a very large

iceberg, for the great majority of mutinies were settled in the ship concerned,

either by punishment or concession.

Then there was the more revolutionary kind of mutiny, usually in a small

ship at sea, in which the officers were overthrown and the ship taken over by

the crew. These were rare, for there was no way back for a crew which

behaved in this way.The most famous was the Bountymutiny in 1789, in which

the crew eventually found uneasy refuge in the remote Pitcairn Islands in the

Pacific.

Mutiny was particularly prevalent during the 1790s, for several reasons.

New ideas of liberty had been spread by the American and French

Revolutions, though very few of the mutineers were overtly political in their

motives.The navy had expanded fast from 16,000 men in 1792 to 120,000 in

1797, with only the crudest of recruitment and training policies. It was per-

haps obliged to take on a lower quality of officers as well as men. The old

patriarchal, quasi-feudal system was beginning to break down on shore as well

as at sea, so officers could no longer assume automatic respect. Some attrib-

uted the problem to a great influx of inexperienced landsmen who had ideas

above their station and did not accept naval discipline, although the great

majority of men tried for mutiny were actually experienced seamen and petty

officers, the natural leaders of the crew and those with a strong sense of what

was just and acceptable in sea life. Some attributed it to the growth of discon-

tent in Ireland, and certainly there was a large element of Irish seamen in most

crews; others came to believe it was the nascent trade unionism of merchant
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LEFT:  Painted as the book cover for The Black Ship, Dudley Pope’s gripping study of the mutiny

aboard HMS Hermione and the circumstances which led to it, both equally appalling, and her

subsequent recapture by HMS Surprise under the command of  Captain Edward Hamilton.

Hermione was a 32-gun frigate not very much larger than Surprise herself.
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everything beyond the bowsprit cap in the same storm that had dismasted

her prey, but then, who knows what Jack Aubrey’s crew of prime hands

might have accomplished in the time they had? Anyway, I was determined to

have that bright little triangle visible between the fore-topgallant and the

fore-topsail, and in it went.

Having completed The Letter of Marque for the hardback edition in

February 1988, the publishers were very keen to for me to work on new

cover illustrations for reprints of the eleven preceding titles in paperback. I

therefore returned to the start of the series with Master and Commander and

worked my way through methodically to The Reverse of the Medal, producing

these cover paintings at a rate slightly faster than one a month; in fact I had

finished all twelve by November of that same year. But then these paintings

were not very large, measuring about 13 x 19 inches, and were only front

covers, a format which from the point of view of dramatic illustrative com-

position is considerably easier than carrying a painting right round over the

back cover; for a front cover you can legitimately use restricted fields of

view, close-cropping and so on, whereas the illusion of reality breaks down

if the angle of view is widened any further. All of these early covers were

ABOVE: Preliminary pen

sketch for The Letter of

Marque.

RIGHT: Working drawing,

full size to the final painting.
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