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Introduction.
The battle of Virginia Capes was fought over a period of a few hours in the
afternoon of September 5th 1781, and is regularly credited with having finalized the
inevitability of the military defeat of Great Britain on continental North America. It is
well accepted that the defeat of Admiral Thomas Graves by the Comte de Grasse that
afternoon enabled the swift persecution of military operations against the Earl Lord
Cornwallis’ forces concentrated at Yorktown, Virginia. Through a series of events related
to that most famous of battles, the Siege of Yorktown, the subsequent defeat and
surrender of Cornwallis has been closely connected to the collapse of the ministry of
Lord North. Indeed, the King’s government was forced by the surrender into accepting
that the national desire to war for the United States had been exhausted.1 The diplomatic
and political intricacies of these events will be discussed in appropriate time, as however,
the objective of this thesis is to write a history of the battle of Virginia Capes2 arguing
essentially that the battle still merits study today. What is found lacking amongst
academics and nonacademic is not a disparity of appreciation for the importance of the
events of 1781 in America, but rather a limited understanding of the intricacy of factors;
military, diplomatic, social, and technological, that influenced the outcome.
This essay revisits the events of the battle and offers an updated explanation for
why so much controversy surrounds the Battle of Virginia Capes. The chapter on the
Strategic & Operational context explores how the respective plutocrats and commanders
maneuvered their forces of state and arms to presage the combat at land and on sea. This
1

Bowler (1975), p. 138 & Conway (2000), p. 251.
Also known as the Battle of Chesapeake Bay; the Battle of the Capes; and by
those who study the brief action between Destouches and Arbuthnot of March 16th, 1781,
the Second Battle of the Virginia Capes.
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thesis originated as a technological study of late 18th century naval warfare, therefore in
the chapter entitled The Warships, I focus on the three areas of technical variance that
existed between the warships of the Marine Royale and the Royal Navy, specifically with
regard to armaments, hull-sheathing and signaling. I also consider the condition and
composition of the sailors who worked and commanded the fleets.
The majority of Virginia Capes historiography has gravitated towards the issue of
communication and command, particularly the enigmatic controversy between Admirals
Thomas Graves and Sir Samuel Hood. An additional area of interest in the literature has
regularly been the quality of de Grasse as a commander, facing as he did the end of his
career shortly seven months after the Chesapeake. Lastly, the very significance of the
battle is often questioned, what is called and indecisive and tactical failure on the part of
the Royal Navy is simultaneously described as monumental strategic triumph for the
Allies in their war against England. The apparent tactical indecision has generated the
possibility of counterfactual history. In actuality the battle was not indecisive, and the
outcome absolutely irreversible. All of these controversies are considered holistically in
the final chapter.
A methodological point: it is worth stating outright that only sources
comprehensible to this author have been selected, essentially all having been drawn from
the English literary tradition, as the bibliography will attest.
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The Strategic & Operational Context.
1781 was the decisive year of the American war. The seeds of victory sown in
1763 had by 1776 outgrown the confines of British imperial hegemony in North
America.3 The government of Lord North had in 1775 abandoned all attempts at a
diplomatic solution to the crisis, but now the rebellion had become an international war
of great proportion. The defeat and subsequent surrender of General Burgoyne at
Saratoga in the fall of 1777 had in many ways precipitated the end of the revolution.4
With Burgoyne captured and Sir William Howe’s northern strategy discredited, General
Sir Henry Clinton became the viable candidate to lead the war effort in America.5 As a
result of these events, Lord North had organized the full mobilization of British resources
for the commitment of war against the United States.6 Through the Treaty of Aranjuez,
arranged in 1779, Spain had joined France in the effort to wrest territories from the
British Empire. North demonstrated his belligerence through the declaration of war
against the Dutch republic late in 1780, weighing the considerations of the reduction of
St. Eustians and protection of the Caribbean islands and trade lanes an important strategic
and economic objective, worthy of political violence.
Martinique 29-30 April 1781, De Grasse with convoy against Hood.
The Alliance with France more than any other single factor enabled the
Americans to achieve independence, and the Royal Navy of Louis XVI was the
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significant instrument wielded to France’s advantage. In recognition of the debt owed to a
man, de Grasse features regularly in American naval and heritage mythology.7
The party that singly and very greatly effected the outcome of the campaign in
Virginia was of course the Comte de Grasse, Lieutenant-General Francois Joseph Paul,
who sailed for the Caribbean from Brest with his fleet and a large convoy on March 22.8
The process by which de Grasse came to command the squadron he now led is intricately
connected to the strategic situation facing the French war effort at the end of 1780. The
international dimension had become volatile, the possibility of a war pursued on
continental Europe or England itself being very real.9 The naval squadron of d’Estaing
having arrived at Brest on the third day of the new year, the combined fleet now massing
had grown to an enormous 47 ships of the line.10
The fleet commander’s intention, according to the memoirs of the newly
appointed naval minister the Marquis de Castries11 was to focus on convoying the 6,000
soldiers and supplies massed at Brest to the Antilles, and thereafter should there be
relative peace in the Caribbean, to move the squadron to North America and ‘second the
enterprises [of] the Americans’.12 In the event this is precisely what de Grasse did, having
learned from the arrival of the Concorde (carrying letters from Washington and
7

See Appendix B. ‘Comte de Grasse Street’ is next to the national monument in
modern Yorktown.
8
Shea (1971), p. 30 & 139. The ‘Count de Grasse’ or simply ‘the Count’ as he is
often referred to in the sources traveled from Paris, where he had been a fortnight in the
company of the royal family, on February 18th and arrived at Brest on the 26th. Lewis
(1980), p. 95. Dull (1975) says the 25th, p. 222.
9
Dull (1975), p. 216-7.
10
Dull (1975), p. 216.
11
Having been appointed on October 14th as part of a general reshuffling of the
war ministry orchestrated by France’s then long reigning foreign minister, Charles
Gravier, the Comte de Vergennes. Dull (1975), p. 199, & Jenkins (1973), p. 150.
12
Dull (1975), p. 218.
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Rochambeau) at Cape Francois, Saint-Domingue on July 16th the particulars of the
situation in Virginia.13 It was immediately clear to de Grasse that the intentions of the
Allied commanders rested completely on sea power, command of the sea being
imperative for the success of any operation against the amphibiously proficient English.
Essentially, while Lafayette continued to harass Cornwallis, Rochambeau and
Washington were planning to entrap the latter by pinning him with French sea power. To
conceal their plans, much effort was made to suggest that the capture of New York was
the target for the fall operations.14 Washington received a series of crucial dispatches that
now served to effect the speed and scale of operations on land to a profound degree. First,
he learned that Clinton, at New York, had been reinforced with a detachment of 2,880
Germans and second, far more significantly, from a letter from de Barras received on
August 13, that de Grasse had sailed from Cape Francois with an army and much his
entire fleet.15 It was decided to abandon all deception in the Hudson and make for a
concentration by land and sea in the Chesapeake.16 This would be no mean task,
involving as it would a successful withdrawal from New York (wherein Clinton had
16,000 men), and a movement of over 400 miles requiring precise land-sea integrated
operations to effect a complete concentration against an enemy who had hitherto exerted
total dominance over his theatre of operations. It may be tempting to see this final
decision as a rash of ‘blind fortune’ the necessary components falling into place at the
last moment. This was not the case. The arrival of de Grasse off the American coast

13
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completely changed the strategic dimension of the war, but it was a change the Allies had
long been preparing- indeed insisting- for.17
De Grasse’s immediate military goal was now to be provide the amphibious
transportation capacity to move the Allied army from the Elk River to the Chesapeake.18
On the 27th, Hood on his way to join Graves at New York from the West Indies,
reconnoitered Chesapeake Bay with his 14 coppered sail of the line, and here is perhaps
one of the points upon which a matter of days made the crucial difference. One might
imagine history diverging from its fixed course had Hood’s ships been slower, or de
Grasse a few days early, perhaps if his ships had been uniformly coppered.19 Graves
might have learned of the composition of de Grasse’s fleet. What the historical actors
would have done with such knowledge is difficult to answer, but certainly Graves’
intention would not have been what it became on the 5th. De Grasse had arrived on
August 30th the size of his fleet completely unknown to the Royal Navy.20 He
disembarked the 3,300 soldiers, artillery and horses embarked from Saint-Domingue,
commanded by the Marquis de St. Simon, and sent his transports up the Chesapeake to
receive the Allied army.21 Graves sailed from New York on the 31st having assumed
supreme command over the combined fleet. Together, the English now possessed a fleet
of 19 line-of-battle ships, a 50 gun cruiser, a fireship, and several frigates. Graves was of
the impression that de Grasse would be arriving soon from the Caribbean with a fleet that
17

Johnston (1971), p. 84-6.
Fuller (1963), p. 327.
19
Larrabee (1965), p. 153.
20
Dull (1975), p. 245. De Grasse having stopped only briefly in Matanzas, Cuba,
from where he learned of Rochambeau’s economic plight, and dispatched the Aigrette to
Havanna where the incredible donation of 1,000,000 piastres, more than enough in
backpay, was received.
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would ‘not be superior’ to his own.22 As it stood, without adequate intelligence, Graves
planned to defeat de Grasse’s presumably smaller fleet before he could combine with de
Barras’ eight of the line, which Graves had learned had sailed from Rhode Island bound
for the Chesapeake.23 Clinton, for his part, was prepared to transport ‘between three and
four thousand’ soldiers to the York river once word of Graves’ arrival in the Chesapeake
had been received.24 Graves arrived on the 5th of September and the battle was fought.
The two fleets maintained station within visual sight of each other some distance from the
Bay until the 9th. Graves, possessing the faster (coppered) and more fully experienced and
manned fleet possessed the initiative to attack, but being outnumbered, did not. On the
10th de Grasse returned to the Chesapeake, where he found de Barras already on station.
After the battle of Virginia Capes, which de Barras had actually witnessed from a
great distance but did not partake in being unaware of ‘the nationalities of the ships
engaged’ arrived with the ships in his squadron as well as provisions of salted meat, and
crucially Rochambeau’s siege artillery that would ensure the reduction of Yorktown.25
Graves dispatched the frigate Medea to find de Grasse, which, upon returning to Graves
on the 13th, reported that the French fleet was back in the Bay, although to arrival of de
Barras went unknown.26 On the 14th it was decided to return to New York. The Medea
was sent to England to bring news of the battle, arriving at Weymouth on October 5th.27
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Rochambeau had received de Grasse’s battle report on the 14th, and on the 17th
after his arrival in Williamsburg, Washington received an audience with de Grasse.28 On
the 18th of September from the Elk river the army was embarked for the movement down
the Chesapeake and thereafter had fully concentrated at Williamsburg on the 26th of
September.29 When the siege finally began on September 29th, the Americans and French
could muster some 16,654 soldiers, a force quite outnumbering Cornwallis’ trapped army
of 7.000.30
On the 10th of October the Allies began the bombardment with cannon and
mortar. During the eight days of bombardment, the Allies fired 15,437 rounds at
Cornwallis’ fortifications.31 Cut off, surrounded, under bombardment and possessing only
depressingly unhurried information from Clinton of the naval force being prepared at
New York for his relief, Cornwallis’s situation was desperate. He finally attempted to
evacuate Yorktown for Gloucester on the opposing bank of the York river on the 16th,
and was apparently having some success in doing so, when the evacuation fleet he had
assembled was scattered that night due to a gale.32 The next day he asked for terms,
marching out to his surrender on the 19th. The siege had cost the allies 75 killed and 199
wounded, and the British 156 killed and 326 wounded, in addition of course to the
surrender of Cornwallis and his army.33 Clinton and Graves arrived with the relief
expedition that had been outfitting at New York, including 7,000 soldiers and 35 ships,
28

De Grasse at that meeting famously referring the imposing Virginian as ‘Mon
cher petit general!’ Larrabee (1965), p. 221.
29
Fuller (1963), p. 329.
30
Tindall & Shi (2004), p. 246 & Fuller (1963), p. 333.
31
US National Parks Service, <http://www.nps.gov/york/historyculture/thesiege.htm> (August 18, 2009).
32
Fuller (1963), p. 337.
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Fuller (1963), p. 338.
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on October 24th.34 There he found de Grasse with 36 ships of the line, and for two days
Graves held off the Bay, hoping for action. De Grasse, who had agreed to stay as late as
the end of October (being due back in the Caribbean), declined to offer battle, and the
English sailed back to New York, disembarking Clinton’s army on November 2nd.35
Upon receipt of the news of the surrender, arriving in London on November 25th,
1781, Lord North was said to have exclaimed ‘O God! It is all over!’36 North was well
aware that with the defeat of Cornwallis meant that American independence had become
‘inevitable’.37 Charles Fox, launching an attack from the opposition in February 1782
now twice put forth a motion calling for an enquiry ‘into the Causes of the Want of
Success of the British Navy’.38 Another motion was also forwarded to end ‘offensive
war’ in America, and passed on February 27th.39 North was finished, resigning on the 20th
of March.
Although the war in America had well been lost, the far reaching colonial war, or
so-called ‘world war’ as it has been called40 involving the Spanish, French, Dutch and
English directly, and indirectly through the ‘armed neutrality’ Russia, Prussia, Denmark,
Sweden, The Kingdom of the Two Scilies, Portugal, the Ottoman Empire and the Holy
Roman Empire carried on. Of course, the aforementioned list does not include the subject
peoples of the Indian sub-continent, the Caribbean, America and Europe itself who all
suffered and died under the plight of conflict and its related horsemen, as it were. The
34

Tuchmann (1988), p. 290.
Larrabee (1965), p. 199, & Dull (1975), p. 246.
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Whiteley (1996), p. 195.
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Whiteley (1996), p. 197, & Scott (1990), p. 327.
38
Whiteley (1996), p. 199.
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Scott (1990), p. 317.
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French, specifically, faced several reversals in 1782-3 (specifically the failure of the
offensive in India, the failure to capture Gibraltar, and the defeat and capture of De
Grasse at the Saintes41) that seriously harmed the chances of the French government to
extract a revenge peace.42 Likewise, political and military developments in Russia and
eastern Europe were beginning to put pressure on the Western powers, who had together
so depleted their strength through war.43 Internal political divisions in England, including
the collapse of the Shelburne government and the ‘emergence of the Fox-North coalition’
at long last promulgated an Anglo-Burbon peace agreement, signed in Versailles on
September 3rd, 1783.44 The details of the peace are outside the remit of this essay, so let it
suffice to say that concessions and alterations to ownership in the Caribbean,
Mediterranean, Africa, India and America were all made.45 The war with the Dutch ended
on 20 May 1784, likewise with minor and major concessions of varying import.46

Unfortunately for de Grasse, he would be unable to complete his strategic
objectives after returning to the Caribbean, specifically the conquest of Jamaica, due to
his defeat and capture by Lord Rodney at the Saintes (the battle of Dominica), 12 April,
1782. Rodney, taking advantage of his numerical superiority (36 to 30), and confusion in
the French formation, was able to isolate and attack de Grasse’s formation, although the
rest of the fleet was able to make good it’s escape. Rodger (2004), p. 353, & Chadwick
(1971), p. 248.
42
Scott (1990), p. 332.
43
Scott (1990), p. 333.
44
Scott (1990), p. 335.
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Scott (1990), p. 335.
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Scott (1990), p. 337.
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The Battle.
With the context firmly established, we must now turn our attention to the details
of the event on the 5th itself.
De Grasse received the news of Graves’ arrival from a frigate the Aigrette which
announced that ‘at least ten sail’ was making wind toward the Bay, having come from the
direction of New York.47 Manceron makes the unlikely claim that the frigate was then redispatched to gain more exact information, and after having been ‘peppered with shot’
returned to announce that ‘the bulk’ of the Royal Navy’s presence in America was on its
way.48 There is no record of this exchange in the English sources. Meanwhile, Graves had
sent the Solebay ahead to scout, and at about 9:30 that frigate signaled that there were
enemy ships of an indeterminate amount in Lynnhaven Bay.49 Graves cleared for action
at 10.05, long before he knew the full size of the fleet opposing him.50 It was not until 2
pm, by which point de Grasse was forming up to confront Graves, that it became clear the
size of the fleet, the London’s log counting 24 ships, now faced.51 It was presumed that de
Barras must have already arrived, joining his force with de Grasse, the former having
been presumed to have brought only 16 ships from Cape Francois.52
When Graves arrived, de Grasse had been in the middle of disembarking SaintSimon’s corps, Larrabee states that ‘ninety officers and fifteen hundred sailors’ were
involved, leaving de Grasse notably short handed, although some of these were able to
47

Manceron (1988), p. 488.
Manceron (1988), p. 488.
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Larrabee (1965), p. 157.
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Chadwick (1968), p. 180-1.
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Chadwick (1968), p. 180-1.
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return to the fleet upon signal for their recall.53 Nevertheless, many of ships remained
under-manned.
De Grasse left four of his ships to guard his anchorage and sailed out to meet
Graves, facing severe difficulty in the forming of his line. Graves approached in
formation, the English fleet exhibited its signaling sophistication, flags flying, in doing
so.54 Graves ordered the fleet to form line at half a cable (300 feet) length.55 The log of
the London indicates that Graves signaled for the line (1 cable) at 3:46 and shortly
thereafter flew the signal for close action, repeating that signal three minutes past four.
Hood received the order for the line at 3:54 and the order to engage at four. At 4:11 the
signal for the line aboard the London was now hauled down, and although the Barfluer’s
log does not record this, it does state that the London fired a cannon to enforce the order
for close action at approximately the same time.56 The Barfleur repeated this signal
(presumably the cannon shot) at 4:17.57 It was reflown for only a space of five minutes
between 4:22 and 4:27, thereafter the signal to engage close was reflown.58 Although the
log of the Barfleur does not record the brief line ahead signal flown at 4:22, it does,
cryptically, state that at ’25. Minutes past 5 haul’d down the Sigl. for the Line. At the
Same time the Sigl. for Closer Action was flying.’59 The log of the Barfluer therefore
corroborates the statement of Hood that the London was flying the signal for line-of-
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battle the entirety of the engagement, although this is clearly an error on the part of the
rear division.60
The Cannonade.
Harold Larrabee divided his study of the battle into three phases, centered
naturally enough on the cannonade. The crucial division between the periods of peace
and violence being Graves’ signal to attack close, the blue and white checkered flag with
white pendant above.61 Action commenced at 4:45.
Early in the action the Shrewsbury, leading the attack and facing the Pluton, was
heavily damaged in the rig, having both ‘fore and main topsail yards shot away’ and was
forced to quit the line for want of maneuverability.62 Every English ship for which
damage is recorded suffered in its rigging, particular attention having clearly been paid to
the English mainmasts.63
Graves repeated the signal for close action as 5:30 approached.64
As the firing continued the gunners naturally grew fatigued. As the guns became
heated their powder charges would have been reduced, both to decrease the likelihood of
accidental discharge but also to take advantage of the increased effects of splintering at
close range and low velocity.65
It is certainly striking that the battle concluded as rapidly as it did on the evening
of September 5th both Graves and de Grasse refused to pursue the engagement after 6pm,

60

Chadwick (1968), p. 90.
Larrabee (1964), p. 168.
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Willis (2008), p. 152, & Chadwick (1968), p. 90.
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Chadwick (1968), p. 69-75.
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although the sunlight still filtered over the horizon and the moon was full.66 At 6:23, in
the pre-dusk twilight, Graves re-flew the signal for the line (1 cable) and hauled down the
signal for close action. The cannonade continued into the twilight, all fire having ceased
by 6:30, several minutes after the sun had set.67
Unsurprisingly, damage inflicted from the cannonade was general and deadly. In
the English line, the Shrewsbury, leading the van, suffered the worst. That 74 gun
warship having lost function from ‘all her masts yards and sails’ as well as having
received a penetrating shot below the waterline.68 Superstructure damage was profound
amongst all the ships of Drake’s van division, the next in the line, Intrepid having
suffered 65 shot holes on its starboard side and 21 men killed.69 54 men were killed from
Drake’s division alone, a further 153 having been wounded, including Captain Mark
Robinson of the Shrewsbury who lost a leg.70 The figures from the first two ships
‘constituted exactly on-half of all the British killed in action, and about one-third of the
wounded.’71 The most heavily damaged ship was the Terrible which had begun the
engagement with all its pumps working and ended it with the pump-chains worn away
and taking on water at a volume of 2’2” every twenty-five minutes.72 By the 9th the
situation was worse, the Terrible now making 6’ every hour, up to 8’ on the 10th. The
Terrible was invariably burned on the 11th by command decision.

66

http://www.wolframalpha.com search for ‘september 5 1781 yorktown’.
Larrabee (1965), p. 178., quoting Shea (1971), p. 158.
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De Grasse’s fleet, meanwhile, had also been treated roughly by the events of the
battle. The fourth vessel in the line, the Diademe suffered 120 casualties in addition to
125 hits, 12 being below the waterline.73 All together, the French lost nearly 400 men in
addition to 12 officers.74
On the 6th, Drake moved his flag from the badly damaged Princessa to the Alcide.
Aboard the Citoyen, seven miles distant from the English line, it was apparent that
Graves had ordered major repairs to be carried out at sea.75
The fact of the matter is that neither fleet was in condition to rejoin battle. The
weaknesses in both fleets had been exposed, and the initiative lay Graves, de Grasse
knowing that de Barras would be soon to arrive bolstering his fleet to a massive 34, to
Graves’ weakened 19.

73
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The Warships.
In this section discussed the respective merits and demerits of material and
technological aspects of the French and English fleets, with deference paid especially to
the crucial issue of coppering, carronades, and signals.
The French navy had undergone a profound transformation following the Seven
Years War, generally accredited to the efforts of [full title] Choiseul. Through a series of
appeals to the provincial estates as well as the prominent merchants and bankers of
France, Choiseul was able to assemble the funds to build 16 large ships of the line, seven
of which took part in the battle at Virginia Capes, in addition to the funds required for
further expansion.76 It has been regularly attested that these were fine ships, the Ville de
Paris77 often regarded in the literature as the finest warship of its day. Nicholas Rodger
took issue with the claim that these new ships were designed along ‘scientific’ principles,
arguing rather that the efforts of ‘philosophers, gentlemen and mathematicians’ in fact
were profoundly unwelcome by the actual naval architects and draftsmen whose designs
were based on hundreds of years of careful evolution.78 Three ships, particularly, all of
which took part in the battle, had been designed along ‘scientific’ lines in 1778, the
Hercule, Scipion, and Pluton, the latter leading de Bougainville’s van.79 These ships were
when launched profoundly un-seaworthy, and it was required that their stowage capacity
76

Those ships being the Bourgogne (74, from the Estates of Burgundy),
Marseillais (74, from the Marseilles Chamber of Commerce), Saint-Esprit (80, from the
Order of the Saint-Esprit), Ville de Paris (90 guns, up-gunned to approximately 104,
although often rated at 110, from the city of Paris), Languedoc (80, from the Estates of
Languedoc), Citoyen (74, from ‘the Court Bankers and the Treasurers of Supplies to the
Forces’), and the Zele (74, from ‘the Receivers-General of Finances). List compiled from
Jenkins (1973), p. 142.
77
See Appendix
78
Rodger (2004), p. 410.
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be largely replaced with ballast.80 As has been attested to above, however, during the
actual battle this new fleet gave an excellent account of itself.
Indeed, much emphasis was placed on the building of light, fast warships in the
French service, although in terms of actual speed by the time of Virginia Capes the
greatest difference was being made by experienced crews in copper-bottomed ships
rather than generally light construction.81
CANNON
Another area of great technical consideration was the manufacturing and
developing of weapons. The cannon of 1781 had as its distant origins the medieval bell
founding industry, mortars (as well as variously ornate or likewise utilitarian handcannons and touch-hole guns) coming into popularity in Europe during the 14th century.82
Artillery pieces were frequently mounted aboard the warships of this time, although not
in sufficient number or with significant reliability to decide conflict by cannonade at
sea.83
Over the centuries that followed, the cannon became the primary weapon of the
sailing warship, being mounted in increasing proportion along the broadsides of fighting
vessels. In our period of study, warships were defined and categorized on the basis of the
quantity of guns they carried. The ubiquitous weapon was the smoothbore muzzle
loading cannon.84
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In one unique area of weaponry, the Royal Navy possessed a notable
technological advantage over La Royale, specifically, the carronade.85 In 1780 the Royal
Navy had began to adopt the carronade, a short barreled cannon firing a heavy ball (or
anti-personnel shot) at low velocity, which, taking advantage of the structure of wood
cells to produce a more significant ‘smashing’ effect with associated splintering than the
relatively higher velocity of the long guns.86 The carronade was not actually adopted for
general use until after 1783, during the war serving in the main aboard experimental and
smaller ships, although Nicholas Rodger insisted that carronades were a major factor in
de Grasse’s defeat at the Saintes.87
During the war, French gunpowder was of an interesting quality, France lacking
any natural reserves of saltpetre. While half of the French requirement was imported from
the Dutch, the other half was made up by mixing ‘earth, lime and vegetable and animal
refuse’.88 The precise efficiency of this crude mixture remains open to debate.
In the Royal Navy, 540 barrels of powder were reserved for 100 gun ships.89
Another area where the British offered a clear dominance was in the
sophistication of their signaling system, fascinatingly representing at once the apogee of
pre-industrial maritime communication techniques, as well as the singular failure of
capability which can, at the least, lead to much, eternalized in the this case by the HoodGraves controversy.
Although it is worth discussing this weapon in general terms it must be noted
that carronades appear to have played little part at Virginia Capes, being mounted
generally aboard frigates in 1781.
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]]]
STATE OF REPAIR AND COPPER
While de Grasse’s fleet was assembling at Brest it was also undergoing repair, the
Ville-de-Paris taking longer than expected to bring up to standard.90
In sum, de Grasse commanded 24 ships, 1,822 guns and nearly 18,100 men.91
Graves for his part commanded 19 ships, 1,408 guns and over 11,300 men.92 In
the main, the British ships were much older than their French counterparts, Drake’s
flagship, the Princessa, had been a Spanish 70 gun captured in 1740, for example.93 The
trend in the English service leading up to the war had been to move towards ‘a
superficially French-style fleet’ build around the 74 gun ship.94 Nicholas Rodger made
much of the efforts of Thomas Slade, naval Surveyor from 1755-1771.95 Of Graves’
ships, the Terrible, Ajax, Montagu and Europe were all in varying degrees of ill-repair
prior to the battle.96
Clearly a material and qualitative disparity existed between the French and
English fleets. In addition to outnumbering Graves, de Grasse’s ships were not in a state
of disrepair, although, as we have seen, he did sail before the full compliment of the
French crew could be returned safely to their ships. It must also be imagined that the
greater number of copper-bottomed ships in Graves’ fleet went far to reduce the
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advantage de Grasse held from numerical superiority. Only half of the de Grasse’s ships
were coppered.97
Copper-bottoming was an area in which the Royal Navy excelled.98 The wooden
hulls of all sailing vessels were profoundly vulnerable to the energies of the shipworm,
the teredo navalis mollusk (found frequently in the Caribbean and Atlantic seaboard),
which, given enough time, would consume the interiors of the exposed planks of a
warship’s submerged wooden framing.99 Furthermore, underwater fouling from sea life
and growth was the single most significant factor affecting the speed of a warship besides
the set of its rig and sails.100 Many different methods of protecting the hull were
attempted, the only satisfactory and permanent solution being to sheath the entire hull in
copper plates.101
Prior to the American Revolution, the Royal Navy had deemed coppering
prohibitively expensive and time consuming, but when France joined the war in 1778 it
became essential to maximize the time warships spent out of dockyard. Lord Sandwich,
the Admiralty First Lord, at the behest of naval comptroller Charles Middleton, had
approved a plan for coppering the entire fleet in semi-permanent fashion by coating the
hulls in tar and covering with ‘waterproofed brown paper’ before sheathing in copper, an
effective expediency for reducing iron degradation, a well observed but baffling
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process.102 Selective coppering began in February 1779, becoming general after May.103
When Virginia Capes was fought, every ship in Graves’ fleet had been coppered, as
indeed had been much of the fleet. The expense of this transformation was readily
reflected in the naval debt accumulated over the course of the war, ballooning from 2.6 to
5.1 million between 1774 and 1778, and then leaping to 15.5 million by 1783.104
Although coppering provided advantages in both speed and protection below the
waterline, the tar-and-paper method proved wanting for sustainability. Major problems
began to appear after about three years at sea.105 La Royale, for its part appeared to have
been fully aware of the ferrus corrosion caused by coppering, preferred the expensive but
permanent solution of copper nails, when available.106 The Royal Navy had considered
this method as early as 1769, but considered it too expensive for practical application.107
For want of the appropriate materials and the requisite budget, therefore, the programs of
de Sartine reflected a hesitant transition from wooden sheathed to copper sheathed hulls,
a transition one can juxtapose to the radical coppering initiative pursued by Sandwich.
The situation with regard to copper hulls was complicated. Although all of Graves’ ships
had been coppered, the method employed was at best a mixed blessing, having caused
significant damage to the integrity of the hulls of many of his warships. On the other
hand, de Grasse could not take advantage of any additional speed considering the lack of
102
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homogenous copper sheathing in the fleet. At any rate, until the invention of copper-zinc
(???) nails in 1783, any solution to the coppering problem was liable to be imperfect,
hurried due to wartime, and thus we can state with some degree of authority that
coppered ships were at once faster, relatively more protected below the waterline, but
also of weaker durability, particularly so had they been long at sea. The verdict of
September 5th was that very same putting question to the assertion of Charles Middleton
that an ‘inferior fleet of coppered ships under a judicious commander will keep a superior
one that is not so in awe, and prevent their gaining any material advantage.’108
This section will demonstrate that the French suffered from a very real
qualitative and quantitative disadvantage in battle with regard to their manpower.
Likewise it will be seen that the English possessed a superior, fully manned crew. The
last word is also given to the two major controversies that have to this day continued to
perpetuate restudy of Virginia Capes: the Hood-Graves controversy and the issue of de
Grasse’s strategic vision.
De Grasse’s sailors.
It seems that there had been some issue with the paying of this large crew prior to
departure, funds having been appropriated by donation from door to door in Brest.109 As
we have seen, just prior to the battle de Grasse had dispatched some of his crew and
officers to accompany the landing of Saint-Simon’s corps. The Citoyen, for example, was
so short handed (by two hundred sailors and five officers) that the 74 gun ship’s upper
gun deck could not be manned. Perhaps an average of a hundred men from each vessel
comes close to reflecting the state of de Grasse’s manning problem on the morning of the
108
109

Sandwich Paper, p. 62.
Shea (1971), p. 30.

Howlett

25

5th.110 The advantage, naturally enough, of this state of affairs was that few boats were left
exposed on the decks of the French battleships. Given that many of the boats in the
advance ships of Graves’ and Drake’s squadrons were damaged or destroyed, it can be
seen that de Grasse possessed both an advantage and disadvantage at the time of the
engagement. Needless to say, the desire to engage without a full compliment of sailors
and officers reflects positively upon de Grasse’s zeal for close action.
The Sailor.
‘Living in an age of sophisticated weaponry as we do, when the potential of such
power has largely outstripped the minds of those who control it, we can find admiration,
even awe for those sailors in wood and canvas who had to depend entirely on their crude
determination’111 This would be an overstatement, completely under appreciating the
sophistication and complexity of the operation of wooden constructed early modern era
sailing warships. Nevertheless, it does grasp the essential motivation that compels the
historian to study the age of sail: that being the character and ability of the people who
lived through it.
Graves’ sailors.
These floating fortresses accommodated impressive storage capacity, the largest
warships carrying enough victuals, in the vicinity of ??? tons, to perpetuate the crew at
sea for a duration of five months.112 During operations at sea, the crew consumed an
enormous amount of salted meats, beer, oatmeal, peas, and assorted dairy goods.113
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Scurvy was a constant yet completely avoidable affliction, responsible for
decimating the ranks of ill-fed seaman throughout the 18th century. William Northcote,
aboard the Prudent in August of 1781, for example, wrote that ‘two thirds’ of all English
seamen died of scurvy.114 Nicholas Rodger has warned that in the medical parlance of the
era, the nomenclature of scurvy was employed to encompass a variety of ailments, not all
necessarily vitamin C deficiency.115 John Baron challenges this argument, maintaining
that scurvy was a ??116
A healthy adult requires between 45 and 60 mgs of vitamin C a day, a paltry
amount, though difficult to obtain with regularity in the open ocean.117 Regardless, as
little as 10 mgs is sufficient to cure an individual afflicted with scurvy, and thus there
seems no excuse for the perpetual suffering of the common seamen. As early as 1753 the
reformer James Lind had been responsible for popularizing the knowledge that citreous
fruit cured the scurvy.118 That same authority offered a clear understanding of the
appropriate treatment, going so far as to suggest to the Admiralty that ship’s surgeons
should be regularly stocked with various citric ‘vegetable acids’ as well as sour krout and
vinegar.119 Nevertheless, the Royal Navy did not mandate the stocking of citrus fruits
until 1795, so it must be taken with reservation the claim that scurvy was not a regular
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and frequent occurrence amongst naval crewmen long at sea and voyaging far from fresh
provisions in the 18th century.120
Ailment statistics: 23,000 out of 100,000 sailors in 1782 were sick-listed.121
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The Controversies.
The unending controversy between Admirals Graves and Hood is irrelevant when
the context of the battle is considered. Furthermore, although the controversy should have
been buried long ago it is perpetuated today largely by the uncritical acceptance of
judgments rendered by navalists over a century ago. Mahan, for his part in the affair, was
convinced by the testimony of Hood and Thomas White that the line flag flew throughout
the battle, although that same authority was not convinced that Hood should therefore be
acquitted of responsibility for failing to engage more.122
To get to the heart of the matter, while Graves launched no official dispatch with
the intent of censuring Hood, he did issue a memorandum to Captain Thomas Graves, no
relation, aboard the Bedford, explaining the intent of his meaning behind the
simultaneous flying of the line and close action signal.123 Julian Corbett notes that on the
back of Hood’s copy of the letter a rejoinder appears wherein the latter made it clear that
he considered Graves at fault on several accounts.124 Of the greatest import is Hood’s
assertion (in his letter to George Jackson, Sept. 16) that the squadron under his command
‘did not fire’ while the line-of-battle signal flew, his ships being ineffectively deployed
‘barley within’ random shot.125 Hood faulted Graves for failing to ‘set the example’ for
close action, an error in Hood’s eyes compounded by the presence of contradictory
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signals flying from the London.126 Graves, unsurprisingly, provided a different story
wherein the flag for close action was raised and that for the line withdrawn ‘before any
firing began’ the line signal being raised later ‘for about five or seven minutes’ to
encourage the leading warships to extend the line.127 Based on the narrative of the battle
we have encountered above it is clear that the rear division was not correctly receiving all
of the admiral’s orders. [[[No explanation can be provided for the discrepancy between
Hood’s timing and the London’s log, although Thomas White, evidently present at the
battle, was convinced he saw the signal for the line flying for almost the entire battle.128
Moreover, White challenged Ekins for what the former considered a misleading appraisal
of Hood’s actions. White’s account argues that Ekins’ use of ‘an ephemeral pamphlet’,
referring to the William Graves article, constituted the perpetuation of baseless slander
against the actions and character of Hood.129 White’s account continues to stand out
today for its vigorous, though not very convincing, vindication of Hood.]]]
What is the modern academic to make of this confused situation? Certainly one
must acknowledge that the events as they took place off the Virginia Capes on September
5th cannot be reduced from their now distant reality to a series of scrawls from log books,
however diligently categorized and scrutinized by historians past. The claim of Corbett
that one need examine a totality of four sources to understand the battle is especially
suspect.130 Equally questionable is Mahan’s statement that a total of seven of Graves’
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ships never engaged, based clearly upon a biased reading of the English causality figures
(showing as they do no casualties aboard the rear seven ships).131

[[[John Grainger has raised the interesting counter-factual possibility of Hood’s
defense of the Chesapeake on August 25th. Had Hood managed to hold the Bay with his
???? (number of ships) Grainger stated, the preceding battle would have constituted a
clear decisive victory.132 ]]]
[[[More recently, John Grainger has stated his opinion that Hood had more to lose
than Graves had to gain with regard to reputation, and therefore the former was willing to
produce the argument that a decisive result could have been achieved had his own
wisdom been followed.133 Grainger takes Hood to task for his move northward after the
25th of August, in effect surrendering Chesapeake Bay to de Grasse. Grainger rejects
Hood’s defense as hindsight, as well as the argument forwarded by William Graves’ that
‘something decisive’ could have been achieved through proper deference to Admiral
Graves’ orders.134]]]]
The execution of Admiral Byng has provided historians with substantial
ammunition in the argument for the strictness of the Fighting Instructions.
David Howarth compared the battle to that of Toulon (????) in 1745, where with
the line of battle and close action signals flying the respective captains, then as in 1781,
apparently, were ‘left to scratch their heads’ in confusion.135 But was it the case that
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Hood was compelled to avoid combat because of the ‘contradictory’ signaling early in
the battle?136 Even had the signal for the line been flying the entirety of the battle, as
Hood claimed, it had obviously not prevented Drake and Graves from engaging close.
THE FATE OF GRAVES
De Grasse, strategic genius?
Dull, after diligently listing the principle parties he believed necessitated the
surrender of Yorktown, rendered this verdict of de Grasse: although an ‘indifferent
tactician’ the Comte was ‘a commander whose strategic vision made possible the most
important naval victory of the 18th century.’137
Claude Macneran considered the battle won ‘before the first’ was fired because of
de Grasse’s ‘one bold decision’.138 Emphasis must be placed on the singular nature of de
Grasse’s decision to sail for the Chesapeake, brining with him much the entirety of his
fleet.139 Indeed, William James has related that de Grasse actually disregarded orders to
send ten of his ships back with convoy to France, being so ‘determined to operate with all
his force’ against the North American squadron.140
De Grasse, now a prisoner of war, he was received in London as a celebrated
figure on August 3rd, and received an audience with George III on the 9th. Upon
repatriation to France, de Grasse was brought before a court hearing, acquitting him of
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most charges on May 21, 1784. Nevertheless at Louis XVI’s displeasure, de Grasse was
released from service. He died in Paris in 1788.141
Fuller said this of the battle of Virginia Capes: ‘this indecisive and fateful
engagement led to the doom of Cornwallis, and consequently must take its place among
the decisive battles of the world.’142 Fuller’s statement recognizes that De Grasse was just
as much in command of the bay before the battle as after it. The battle of Virginia Capes
facilitated Cornwallis’ defeat by being so insignificant. Put another way, only the Royal
Navy could have won a decisive victory, but as this paper has demonstrated, an English
victory was profoundly unlikely to occur. Nor was the Royal Navy defeated decisively,
but in the context of the siege of Yorktown, it became clear that the indecisive French
victory was more than enough.
Jonathan Dull described the campaign of de Grasse ‘the most important and most
perfectly executed naval campaign in the age of sail’ with minor reservations held for the
Trafalgar campaign.143
National divisiveness remains evident, French historiography reveling in the event
as the portent of the decline of the British empire, but likewise targeting de Grasse for his
embarrassing capture and defeat at Les Saintes.144 Past histories in the main galvanized
into two parties, those who held the English to blame for some fault or want, and those
who credited de Grasse with the foresight to bring his entire fleet from the Caribbean to
the Chesapeake at the crucial moment. The former often characterized Graves’ defeat to
poor signaling or lack of zeal as rendered through strict adherence to the various formal
141
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fighting instructions.145 It is not a coincidence that even into the 21st century historians
have been exceedingly critical of Graves, Hood and the outcome of the battle itself. A
common theme in the popular literature has been to suppose that had ‘a Nelson’ or some
other British Marduk been commanding ‘doubtless’ the history would have unfolded very
differently.146 Graves himself is regularly denigrated in the literature by such statements
as ‘Unfortunately for the English, Admiral Graves, the senior officer, is commanding
rather than Hood.’147 John Colvin, writing in 2003, to provide example, felt it worth
noting to the eternal discredit of Admirals Graves, Drake, and Hood that upon studying
Virginia Capes one must by virtue of inevitability, conclude that ‘had Nelson, St Vincent
or any other maritime hero been present’ the English would have secured a major
victory.148
It is in part this enduring sense of ‘recrimination and bitterness’ combined with
the always tantalizing but equally ephemeral lure of the counterfactual which continues to
entreat historians into revisiting the events.149 Of course, the argument that a different
commander would have delivered a spectacular victory is especially absurd given the
indecisive nature of parallel line age of sail naval combat. Indeed, it was only by rejecting
the doctrine that had so clearly failed the English in the past that the Nelsons and the St.
Vincents came to develop their unique approach. Obviously Graves could not have been
a Nelson before Nelson, when the latter himself had ‘long wrestled with the problem of
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how to transform limited into decisive victory.’150 Indeed, the counterfactual efforts in
this direction is especially damaging to the reputation of Graves and de Grasse and all
those involved in the battle who fought with all their skill in the manner they had been
trained to follow. The belief that there was some other way is exactly what promulgated
the Hood-Graves controversy in the first place.
This is not to suggest, as so many historians have before, that the English Fighting
Instructions themselves were somehow to blame, for that mass of literature represented
the most sophisticated system for organizing fleets at sea that existed in the day. It was
not the case, as has been suggested by XXXXXX that Graves did not trouble himself to
think because ‘he had a printed book to do his thinking for him’.151 At any rate, there
existed a long tradition of fighting instructions that covered exactly the situation rendered
by the Hood-Graves controversy. For example, Hawke’s Additional Instructions of 1759
stipulated that, after signaling for battle, ‘I shall keep the signal for the line ahead flying,
making or shortening sail’ at the admiral’s leisure.152 Pretty obviously the Fighting
Instructions were not perfect, but nor were they designed to be. In a similar vein as the
Nelson before Nelson argument, it is common for historians discussing the Chesapeake to
claim that ‘one signal ruined everything’.153 If only Graves and Hood had possessed
Marconi sets. Although dramatic, this cliché places too great an emphasis on the issue of
communication, which, as it happened, played only a small, albeit significant, role in the
battle.
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Conclusions.

A titanic battle, of little import? The Battle of Virginia Capes punctuated the
conclusions of the campaign that finalized the Allied victory in the American Revolution.
From the British perspective, the war had been a naval success.154 It is not
difficult to argue, likewise, that the loss of the American colonies was not as significant
as popular historiography would suggest, much of the fighting and planning occupying
the valuable Caribbean islands.
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‘Two wash drawings made by an unidentified artist showing the two stages of the Battle of Chesapeake
Bay’ from Kemp (1969), A History of the Royal Navy, p. 93. Panel one shows the respective fleets
approximately as they would have appeared at 2 pm, Graves having yet to wear into his oblique angle of
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attack. The second panel depicts the zenith of the cannonade, shortly before 6 pm, the entirety of the
English line up to the Barfluer firing.
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Appendix B.

USS Comte de Grasse (DD 974) & USS Deyo (DD 989) flank USS Iowa, taken in 1987. Public domain
image from the Wikipedia commons. DD 974 was decommissioned in 1998, and sunk as a target in 2006. It
was the third USN ship named after de Grasse. <http://www.navysite.de/dd/dd974.htm> (August 19, 2008).

Appendix E.

Howlett

The Ville de Paris ‘off San Domingo, by G Alaux’ from Jenkins (1973), plate X.

40

Howlett
Appendix C.

‘Appendix I’ from Larrabee (1964), p. 241.
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‘Appendix I’ from Larrabee (1964), p. 242.
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