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40 January 

The Falkland Islands crisis of I770; 
Use of naval force 

'WHAT continuation of happiness can be expected, when the whole 
system of European Empire can be in danger of a new concussion, 
by a contention for a few spots of earth, which, in the deserts of the 
ocean had almost escaped human notice.'" Samuel Johnson's ex- 
postulation expresses well the historian's natural reaction to the 
Falkland Islands crisis of I770, when the navies of Great Britain and 
the Family Compact of Bourbon France and Spain prepared for 
battle, and the peace concluded at Paris in I763 was almost ended. 
Horace Walpole considered Johnson's pamphlet the most servile of 
government panegyrics, but in a letter to Sir Horace Mann, the 
British representative in Tuscany, he had written on 4 October I 770: 

England that lives in the north of Europe, and Spain that dwells in the 
South, are vehemently angry with one another about a morsel of rock 
that lies somewhere at the very bottom of America, for modern nations 
are too neighbourly to quarrel about anything that lies so near them as in 
the same quarter of the globe.... By next century I suppose we shall fight 
for the Dog Star and the Great Bear.2 

The Falkland Islands crisis of I770, however, was the supreme 
test before the American Revolution of British ability to use sea 
power to retain the position it had won for them in the Seven Years' 
War. Since the Peace of Paris it had been recognized in Britain that 
the security of British interests depended upon the maintenance of 
naval forces capable of defeating those of the Family Compact of 
France and Spain in battle, upon convincing the Bourbon courts 
that the British could and would use their forces to defend those 
interests, and upon persuading them that Britain's new pre-eminence 
in maritime affairs did not pose such a threat as to require a desperate 
Bourbon resort to war. This called for careful statesmanship for, 
although it was realized that the use of force reduced the chance of 
Bourbon acceptance of the supremacy of Britain in maritime affairs, 
it was also rightly assessed that it was the intention of the Duc de 
Choiseul, Louis XV's minister, to undermine British primacy 
gradually while avoiding outright conflict until it was judged that 
Bourbon rearmament was adequate to humble the British. In 
September I 766 the British estimated that they had 5 8 line of battle 
ships in good condition for service, and they anticipated a total of 
79 by the end of I 769. The total British paper strength in ships of the 
line in I766 may have been as much as i 7. Compared to this the 

i. Samuel Johnson, Thoughts on the Late Transactions Respecting Falkland's Island (I 77I). 
The standard work on the crisis is: J. Goebel, Struggle for the Falkland Islands ( 927). 

2. Horace Walpole's Correspondence with Sir Horace Mann, W. S. Lewis (general editor), 
(I967), Vii. 239. 
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I975 USE OF NAVAL FORCE 41 

French in I 766 were thought to have in good condition 42 out of a 
total of 59 ships, while the Spaniards were believed to have 39 of 
uncertain condition.' In I 764-5 the government of George Grenville 
had used naval forces to supplement British diplomacy in order to 
prevent gradual erosion of the British position, and in the belief that 
an appearance of weakness would lead the Family Compact to 
measures which could only end in war. Grenville had urged this 
view upon the government of the duke of Grafton in 1768 when 
Choiseul had resolved to annex Corsica to the French crown; 
Grenville remarked to the Commons: 'for fear of going to war, you 
will make war unavoidable.' On that occasion the Grafton govern- 
ment decided not to intervene and Lord North who was then 
chancellor of the exchequer replied to Grenville: 'We should be the 
bullies of Europe, if we were to attack France, wherever she goes: 
we shall come off with a bloody nose.'2 But the Grafton government 
soon became aware of a threat to British interests in India, and to the 
influence of British sea power in Europe, and was obliged to take 
stronger measures. The action of the governor of Buenos Aires, 
Francisco Bucarelli, in ordering Spanish forces to evict the British 
garrison at Port Egmont on the West Falkland Island, was seen as 
part of a general challenge to the supremacy of British sea power. In 
order to restore respect for the ability of British sea power to protect 
British interests the Grafton and North governments were obliged 
to employ a full range of military and diplomatic tactics up to the 
point of war, which demanded considerable qualities of statesman- 
ship and crisis management. 

From I768 reports had begun to accumulate in London which 
suggested that the French might be disposed to profit from trouble 
the British were having in India with Hyder Ali, to which end they 
were reported to be massing troops on Mauritius.3 In the summer of 
I 769 Sir John Lindsey was sent to reach a settlement with Hyder Ali, 
but it was in the Mediterranean that the British were first obliged to 
take strong measures. The occasion was the decision of Tsarina 
Catherine to send a fleet around from the Baltic to take a part in the 
war she was engaged in with Turkey. The British were not at all 
certain they welcomed the Russians in the Mediterranean. In 
September I769 the secretary of state for the Northern department, 
the earl of Rochford, wrote: 

the jealousy, which may be created in the several powers of the 
Mediterranean, by an alteration of property, and any new powers being 

i. See my I97I University of Southampton doctoral thesis. 
2. See my papers: 'The Gunboat Diplomacy of the Government of George Grenville, 

I764-5, The Honduras, Turks Islands and Gambian Incidents' (to be published in The 
Historical Journal); and 'The Government of the Duke of Grafton and the French 
Invasion of Corsica in I768' (to be published in Eighteenth Century Studies). 

3. See my paper 'Parry of a Threat to India, I768-I774', The Mariner's Mirror, 59 
(I973) lix, 35. 
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42 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF 1770 January 

formed in their neighbourhood, is thought no less to deserve the consider- 
ation of the Court of Petersbourg; and if... there is really an idea enter- 
tained of encouraging the defection of the inhabitants of Zante & 
Cephalonia from their present Sovereign the Republick of Venice, I am 
sorry to say it will be but too well founded.' 

And when in November 1770 the Russians demanded as part of a 
peace treaty with Turkey the opening of the trade of the Black Sea 
to all nations he warned that 

The obvious View of Russia in this Project is to get a short passage into 
the Mediterranean, which, if consented to by the Porte ... would not fail 
of giving Jealousy to the Nations which have hitherto carried on the 
Trade of that Sea, and might probably inspire a distant fear for their 
Possession there.... On the whole there appears a wide Field for the 
increase of the Glory and Strength of Russia without breaking in so 
immediately on the walk of other Powers, as cannot but give them 
Uneasiness, to say no more.2 

But despite efforts to retain good relations at the Porte, the British 
were unavoidably concerned when report was received that the 
Spanish government was urging that the Family Compact should 
send their fleets to sea to prevent the Russians damaging Bourbon 
interests.3 In order to discourage or defeat French attacks on the 
British empire it was hoped to recreate a continental alliance system 
such as had served in the Seven Years War, but the British had only 
their naval forces to influence European affairs. They proved to be 
almost irrelevant as the weakened French were careful to avoid 
quarrels with Prussia and Austria. The Russians, however, had 
shown some interest. No British government was prepared to take 
a part in Russian aggressive plans, but instead they were eager to 
demonstrate how important to Russian interests was British sea 
power as a check on French involvement in Eastern Europe. Any 
French use of naval forces to influence European events, particularly 
against the Russians, could only undermine British influence, and 
hence security. Rochford, who was the government's Bourbon 
expert, having been ambassador in turn to Spain and France, wrote 
to warn Lord Cathcart on embassy to St. Petersburg. When in 
August 1770 the North government did in fact order the British 
navy to prevent French naval action, Rochford remarked to 
Stormont on embassy in Vienna that 'nothing but the indispensable 
duty of Great Britain as a maritime power could have dictated such 
a measure. . .'.4 

Rochford's intelligence reported that Choiseul had rejected the 
Spanish suggestion because of the danger of such action leading to 

i. State Papers, P[ublic] R[ecord] O[ffice], London, (hereafter SP) 9I/82, fo. 86. 
2. SP 9I/86, fo. 70. 3. Such was actually advocated by M. Saint Priest. 
4. British Library, London, Additional Manuscripts (hereafter Add. MS.) 35,500, 

fo. 67. 
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1975 USE OF NAVAL FORCE 43 

general war, and in fact other British intelligence sources confirmed 
this. Sir John Dick, consul at Leghorn, sent a report that i 5 ships 
were fitting at Toulon. But the Admiralty, when forwarding the 
report to the Southern secretary, Viscount Weymouth, remarked 
that it was unsubstantiated. And when they sent it to the British 
intelligence chief in Rotterdam, Robert Wolters, the latter replied: 
'You will permit me to be sanguine in my belief that the advice 
received from Sir John Dick ... is spurious and only the echo of 
what has been wrote from Genoa above a month since.' Wolters 
believed his French agent to be reliable, and had alerted him to look 
for a French response to the Russian expedition. Nonetheless the 
British remained vigilant for any sign of Bourbon naval activity. 
Lord Harcourt, ambassador in Paris, was ordered to recruit an agent 
to visit French ports, and it soon became apparent that active 
measures might yet be required to prevent French intervention. 
Robert Walpole, the secretary of the Paris embassy, reported on 15 
November that Choiseul had spoken of sending a squadron to defend 
French shipping by attacking North Africa, but seemed confused as 
to whether the blow was intended against Tunisia or Algeria. It was 
natural to imagine, as did Walpole, that the African expedition was 
a blind. He reported that 2 ships of the line and 3 frigates were 
already arming and remarked: 
it is supposed [they] will be sent out to watch the Russian Fleet, and 
protect their own Trade from being interrupted by those Ships, whose 
officers are new in their Business, and can know nothing of the Marine Laws 
as M. de Choiseul expressed himself to me.' 

The Grafton government immediately gave secret orders to 
increase the complements of some of the guardships, and this gesture 
of British determination seems temporarily to have prevented 
Choiseul's plans. The only official orders which survive were to 
lieutenants to raise volunteers for guardship service,2 and these were 
not dated until 23 November. But already the secret was out and 
Frances, the secretary of the London embassy, had reported to 
Choiseul rumours of war which had affected the funds. On 22 

November Choiseul denied to Lord Harcourt that the rumours of 
a Toulon armament were well-founded and said 'That if Such a 
Measure be thought adviseable for the Protection of their Flag, they 
would notify it to the different Courts'. Weymouth acknowledged 
in reply that 'Rumours of that Sort occasioned Orders here to man 
some of Our Guards Ships', and Harcourt observed to Choiseul that 
the British 

proposed to observe the strictest Neutrality with regard to the Intended 
Operations of the Russian Fleet; and if France would do the Same, it 

I. SP 78/278, fos. I38, I64, i66, i68 and I70. 
2. Admiralty Papers, P. R. 0. (hereafter cited ADM) 2/95, 285-6, 23 Nov. See ADM 

I/943 passim. (Correspondence with Admiral Geary concerning the new-raised men.) 
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44 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF I770 January 

might prove the likeliest means of preventing the Flames of War from 

spreading. 

On 5 December the Admiralty forwarded to Weymouth a report 
from Captain Crosby of the Montreal who had visited Marseilles and 
discovered absolutely no evidence of any armament at Toulon.' And 
on I4 May I770 Anthony Chamier, who was to became deputy 
secretary at war two years later, wrote of Choiseul to Grafton: 

It is the opinion of his adversaries that he would plunge the nation into 
a war to make himself more necessary to the King, and distress the 
Comptroler General. It is however certain that within these two of three days 
on some account having reached them that their trade had suffered 
some insult in the Levant, M. de Choiseul urged the necessity of putting 
to sea, all the ships they could fit out; it was long debated in council, but 
determined that only two or three frigates should be sent. I cannot 
doubt . . . the truth of this account.2 

But the success of Grafton's demarche was short lived, and Lord 
North, who had replaced Grafton at the Treasury in January 1770, 

was soon faced with further evidence of Bourbon machinations. 
Weymouth and Rochford continued as secretaries of state and the 
government seems from the first to have recognized a need for 
firmness. Alarm was increasing about the intelligence reports of 
French troops massing on Mauritius, and in April Weymouth had 
acquired virtual admission of French intrigues by asking Choiseul 
to permit a British visit to Mauritius to confirm French accounts of 
the number of troops there. Choiseul had refused. The time it took 
for news to reach Britain from India helped to prevent serious 
developments there until after the I770 crisis, but two days after 
the arrival of Chamier's letter there was fresh news of dangerous 
developments in the Mediterranean. On I8 May a letter reached 
Weymouth from Consul Lynch at Turin. 

By accounts I have just received from Toulon, I find the French are fitting 
out in that place one Frigate, two Xebeques, and an armed Polaque. They 
are, I believe, by this time, ready to put to Sea. 

On 4 June Robert Walpole sent to Weymouth unconfirmed reports 
'that Orders are given to arm at Toulon, Two Men of War, Two 
Frigates, Two xebecs, and Two bomb Vessells' ostensibly to attack 
Tunisia. And on 8 June further report was received from Lynch that 
'The armed Barque is going to the Levant, to take Plans and 
Soundings of the different Ports', which was an annual occurrence, 
and that 'the Frigate is the Tarantola, a new Ship: She is to go to 
Corsica, and from thence, it is said, is to go up the Archipelago, to 
observe the Russians'. This account was confirmed by Robert 
Walpole on I 3 June when he reported that Choiseul had advised 

I. SP 78/279, fos. I74, I78, I90 and I92. 

2. Grafton Papers, West Suffolk Record Office, Bury St. Edmonds, no. 423, pt. 326. 
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him 'that they were sending some ships against Tunis' of which the 
French embassy in London had been instructed to inform the 
British government, and 'that some Frigates were going towards 
the Morea, in consequence of an application from the Department 
of Marine, in order to enquire into the Truth of what had happened 
lately at the Morea and in those Seas. . .' British fears that the 
Tunisian expedition was mere deception were confirmed when on 
22 June another letter arrived from Lynch reporting that 2 frigates 

are sailed from Toulon; tho it is given out that they are gone to protect 
the trade of France against the Corsairs, yet I have reason to think they 
are gone to Corsica, & from thence are to sail for the Levant ..1 

And in the midst of these alarming accounts the Admiralty 
reported, on 6 June, the arrival of Captain Hunt from Port Egmont 
with news that a Spanish officer, Don Fernando de Rubalcava, had 
discovered the British post and delivered a formal protest at the 
British presence. Hunt had replied by demanding that the Spaniards 
leave the Falkland Islands, and after Rubalcava departed he turned 
over command to Captain Farmer according to plan and sailed for 
Plymouth with the news that Port Egmont was no longer secure 
against attack. Port Egmont on the West Falkland Island had been 
established to facilitate attempts to break into Spanish proscriptive 
claims to the Pacific, and as such its existence was a demonstration 
of Britain's superior strength. The French had also established a 
post on the Falkland Islands; shortly before the departure of the 
British expedition to establish Port Egmont M. de Bougainville had 
founded Port Louis on the eastern island. But out of concern for 
Bourbon solidarity Choiseul had been obliged to arrange for 
Bougainville to sell his post to Spain. The continuation of the British 
post indicated that the British were more interested in extending 
their commercial empire than in establishing good relations with 
Spain, but such an attitude would not have been possible had it not 
been apparent that Spain could not risk war with Britain. The fact 
that the British presence at Port Egmont was a product of Britain's 
strength in Europe had apparently been recognized by the earl of 
Chatham in I 766 when he rejected a plan to increase Port Egmont's 
local defences, and the absence of any significant local defences 
increased the importance of Port Egmont as a symbol of Spanish 
weakness. A stable arrangement which acknowledged this fact had 
not been established, however, because the British had kept the 
location of Port Egmont a secret, apparently to prevent diplomatic 
representations. The Chatham government had actually been willing 
to abandon Port Egmont in exchange for a Spanish agreement to 
pay the ransom contracted for at the capture of Manila in I762, but 

I. SP 92/75. Lynch to Weymouth, 5 and 26 May and 9 June; and SP 78/280, fos. 249, 
25I. 
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46 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF 1770 January 

only so long as it was 'understood that the right of England to 
navigate the Atlantic and South Seas can never be departed 
from. . .'. The Spaniards, however, were only interested in evicting 
the British garrison if such would establish their right and ability to 
defend their concept of empire. Rubalcava had indicated that he 
would abstain from further action until he received instruction from 
Spain, but the Spanish discovery and Rubalcava's protest opened the 
alarming prospect that the French and Spanish operations might be 
concerted, and that the Family Compact might be prepared to contest 
the dominant position of British naval power.' 

In fact within a few days of Captain Hunt's letter reaching London 
the act of force had already taken place at Port Egmont. The Spanish 
government had by the middle of the 176os recovered a largely 
unrealistic confidence and were only held back from vigorous pursuit 
of their interests by consideration of the weakness, particularly 
financially, of France. In October 1766 Choiseul requested of the 
marquis of Grimaldi, Charles III's foreign minister, that no action 
be taken which would endanger the peace for two years, and in 
January I767 he extended his request, asking that the peace be not 
endangered before the end of I769.2 But the French ambassador in 
Madrid, the Comte d'Ossun, warned Choiseul that there was 

une difference essentielle dans les vues des cours de Paris et de Madrid, la 
premiere ne voulant avoir la guerre avec l'Angleterre, ni maintenant, ni 
plus tard, la seconde desirant seulement l'eloigner jusqu'a ce que les deux 
nations fussent en etat de la faire, c'est-'a-dire dans deux ans.3 

In reality Choiseul's position differed only in timing, and he agreed 
to the orders which set in motion the crisis. On 25 February 1767 
the violently anti-British minister of the Marine and Indies, the 
Bailly Arriaga, signed orders to the governor of Buenos Aires, 
Francisco Bucarelli, to the effect that 

no English establishments are to be permitted, and you are to expel by 
force any already set up. ... You need no other orders nor instructions.4 

Immediate British fears for Port Egmont may have been allayed by 
the interception in June 1767 of a letter from Grimaldi to Prince 
Masserano, Spanish ambassador in London, which when deciphered 
indicated that Spanish efforts to locate the British post had not been 

I. SP 42/47 (see ADM 2/372, p. I99) Admiralty to Weymouth, 6 June I770; and 
Add. MS. 9,242, fo. i, Shelburne to Rochford, i6 Nov. I766. See J. Goebel op. cit.; 
and my ms. The British Conquest of Manila, part four. 

2. See Goebel, op. cit. p. 259 (Guerchy to Masserano, 20 Jan.); and M. C. Morison, 
'The Duke de Choiseul and the Invasion of England I768-I770', Trans. R. Hist. Soc., 
ser. 3, iV. 83. 

3. P. Coquelle, 'Le Comte de Guerchy, ambassadeur de France i Londres, I763-I767', 
Revue des Etudes Historiques, lxiv (I908), 467. 

4. Printed in B. G. Corney [editor], The Quest and Occupation of Tahiti by Emissaries of 
Spain during the Years I772-I776 (I9I3-I9), i. io8. Cf. 'Minute', Grimaldi to Arriaga, 
25 Mar. I768. 
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successful.' But Grimaldi had sent a copy of the order to Choiseul 
for approval before it was despatched, and it appears that the 
Spaniards thought they could enforce their claim without war, or at 
least that war was acceptable. In I772 the British ambassador in 
Paris reported that the Duc d'Aiguillon, who succeeded Choiseul 
after the debacle of I 770, 'was candid enough to say, that it was from 
the idea of the bad state of our marine that the Spaniards had lately 
shown such a readyness to fall out with us'.2 British foreign policy 
since the fall of Grenville in I765 had suggested weakness, and 
Choiseul seems equally to have thought he could count on British 
passivity and ineffectiveness. On io June Spanish troops under 
Ignacio Madariaga forced the surrender of the British garrison after 
token resistance. Having removed the rudder of the sloop Favorite so 
that she could not sail for twenty days, Madariaga sailed for Europe 
with warning for Madrid. 

Although these events were not for some time known in Europe, 
the warning of imminent danger in the South Atlantic as well as 
India and the Mediterranean could only be taken very seriously. The 
North government was called upon to deploy all Britain's diplomatic 
and naval resources to protect British interests, and it would require 
great powers of statemanship to defeat the Bourbon objectives 
without fighting a war nobody wanted. As a first move it was 
evidently decided that the state of naval preparedness should be 
improved in expectation of the need to make some demonstration 
of resolution. On 20 June the undersecretary of state Robert Wood 
wrote to Philip Stephens, the admiralty secretary, 

to acquaint him, in this private Manner, for [the First Lord's] Sir Edw[ar]d 
Hawke's Information, that the King approves of the Idea of adding a 
Number of Men to a Guard ship at Spithead & another at Plymouth, in 
the Manner that has been done on a former occasion, taking the same 
Preamble to the orders which were then sent as it may prevent Obser- 
vation....3 

No diplomatic representation was made to Spain, but on the same 
day Weymouth wrote to Robert Walpole strongly criticizing 
Choiseul for taking precipitate action without satisfying European 
opinion of the justness of French complaints of Turkish violence.4 
The next day the Navy Board was advised by the Admiralty that 

we think fit that one of His Majesty's Guardships at Portsmouth should 
lie at Anchor at Spithead, and one of those at Plymouth should lie at 
anchor in Plymouth Sound during the Summer Season 

and the third-rates Dorsetshire and Edgar were ordered fitted out for 
Channel service.5 

i. Add. MS. 32, 300, fo. 78, 22 June I767; see fos. 6o-8opassim. 
2. SP 78/284, fo. 5i, Harcourt to Rochford, 29 Jan. I772. 3. SP 42/46. 
4. SP 78/280, fo. 254, 20 June I770. 5. ADM 2/238, p- 344. 
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48 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF I770 January 

Weymouth warned that Britain could not be an indifferent 
spectator to French action in the Levant, and when Walpole remon- 
strated with Choiseul the latter indicated that he recognized the 
objection to French naval action of any sort. The merchant com- 
munity had demanded some action over the destruction of their 
property in the Levant, and he told Walpole that he had rejected a 
plan to send a squadron of ships to the Archipelago because it 

could not be done consistent with what His Most Christian Majesty had 
declared without communicating such Intentions to the Court of England, 
who would no doubt on her part be induced to take the like measure; 
that he should then dread, that so large a concourse of Sbipping in the 
narrow Seas of the Archipelago, might unavoidably & contrary to the 
good intentions of both Courts bring on Consequences which might be 
of a disagreeable nature in the End . . . 

Instead Choiseul had decided to send only two ships for what he 
claimed was the unobjectionable purpose of observation, but he 
appeared to Walpole to be dragging his feet in order to get the ships 
to sea before he would have to stop them. In reply Weymouth sent 
to Walpole on 6 July a letter to show to Choiseul, in which he 
expostulated on the rashness of despatching ships which Britain 
would have the right, and necessity, to follow with others. And on 
i i July Choiseul told Walpole that Frances had heard of the arming 
of the Dorsetshire and Edgar.1 

Presumably it was known in London that the secret was out, for 
on I 3 July Wood privately wrote to Stephens, offering to supply 
formal authorization for mobilization of the 2 ships. This was done 
five days later when Dorsetshire and Edgar were officially ordered 
brought forward, but still there was no directive made as to their 
destination. The Gentleman's Magazine assumed that they had actually 
sailed to the Falkland Islands, but in fact no naval or diplomatic 
action was taken directly to ward off the anticipated attack there. In 
November the government was criticized in parliament on that 
account, and Mr. Cornwall, seconding a call for papers, said he 
wanted to discover whether the information available had been such 
as should have led the government to take action. But during the 
summer Frances reported to Choiseul that the possibility of a 
Spanish attack was public rumour; and there is no reason to doubt 
that the government's apparent unconcern about events at Port 
Egmont was deliberate.2 

I. SP 78/28I, fos. I, 13 and 37- 

z. SP 42/46, Woods to (Stephens?), I3 July 1770 (see ADM 2195, p. 509, Admiralty 
to Capt. Clements; p. 5 10 - to Charles Proby, 17 Aug. I771); SP 42/47, Weymouth to 
Admiralty, I8 July 1770 (see ADM I/804, Edgcurhbe to Stephens, 22 July I770); 

British Library, Egerton MS. 222, fo. 273, 22 Nov.; L. Blart, Les Rapports de laFrance. .. 
Universit6 de Paris No. 32 (1915), p. i65; and see The Grenville Papers, W. J. Smith ed., 
iv. 505, Coleman to (Grenville?), 4 Mar. 1770 (received June) warning of the probability 
of attack. 
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The government's expectation that the Spaniards would not risk 
the peace may have been encouraged by an intercepted letter from 
Grimaldi to Masserano dated i6 July which spoke of making a 
protest but did not mention making a resort to force.' In any case, 
however, there were many reasons for deferring a confrontation over 
the Falkland Islands until an attack was actually made. A local 
defence of Port Egmont was discouraged by the distance, and it 
would have begged the real issue of Bourbon regard for British 
strength and pre-eminence in maritime affairs. The fact that Port 
Egmont symbolized Britain's pre-eminent maritime strength also 
discouraged diplomatic representations, which would have suggested 
a weak concern to avert possible dangers. And there were also 
technical naval reasons for deferring action. It had to be remembered 
that if a crisis did occur its resolution would depend on British naval 
strength. When parliament was opened on I 3 November the earl of 
Chatham, with all the force of his experience as prime minister 
during the Seven Years War, declared in the Lords that the delay 
in preparing for war had been unjustifiable because 'it is impossible 
to equip a respectable fleet within the time, in which such armaments 
are usually wanted'. But North told the Commons that mobilization 
had been deferred because 'our fleets cannot be fitted out except when 
our trade is at home, or just coming home, because sailors are at no 
other time to be had'; mobilization in June could not have been 
effective and would have given the Bourbons an advantage.2 North's 
statement is somewhat suspect as France and Spain would also have 
found it difficult to mobilize during the summer when their fisher- 
men were away. The dependence of the British upon voluntary 
enlistment and press gangs, however, did create technical difficulties 
which the Bourbons, with their systems of conscription, did not 
equally share. The fact that the mobilizations eventually came in 
the autumn reduced Britain's disability, as her far greater naval 
reserves could then be tapped, and may account for her startling 
success. 

Compared with these reasons little weight can be given to the 
opposition charge that the inactivity was the result of the political 
inexpediency of war. The Wilkes controversy still raged, and when 
parliament was opened on I3 November several members made 
remarks similar to Sir William Meredith's that the Ministry had little 
hope of uniting the people in a common cause when 'they know that 
the people wish destruction to them, and their measures'. He 
remarked on the folly of 'violating the rights of the people at home 
[while] . . . presumptiously entering into a war in defence of rights 
abroad ... [and called upon the Commons to] reverse our decision 
of the Middlesex election'. After the government had accepted a 

i. Add. MS. 32,300, fo. I08. 
2. Parl[iamentary] His[tory] xvi. cols. I053 (North) and iIoI (Chatham), I 3 Nov. 1770. 
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somewhat incomplete Spanish compromise, Colonel Barre raised 
another point when he said to Lord North: 

The enemy know you dare not go to war ... and therefore refuse to make 
us any satisfaction ... [The Ministry, he continued] dare not go to war, 
because they are afraid they shall lose their places.' 

While the danger was probably exaggerated of any popular demand 
for the return, as late as I770, of the great war leader, Chatham, 
Lord North was possibly influenced by such considerations. But, on 
the other hand, if fear of war really was a principal consideration of 
North's government, it is difficult to see why no diplomatic effort 
was made to avert the disaster. The government plainly feared loss 
of international regard more than it feared war. 

Domestic turmoil may have added to the many reasons for wishing 
to avoid war, but the diplomatic advantages of not anticipating 
attack, and the military advantages of delaying the major confron- 
tation until the autumn, were solid reasons for the British reacting 
first to the Bourbon challenge already made in the Mediterranean. It 
was a commonplace of British thinking, however, that strong action 
in one theatre would discourage attack in another, and one can only 
assume that the North government's Mediterranean strategy was 
also intended for the eyes of Spain. On i 6 August Weymouth 
ordered the Admiralty to send Dorsetshire and Edgar with provisions 
for four months to join Commodore Proby's small squadron in the 
Mediterranean, and it was arranged that Proby should receive his 
operational orders directly from the secretary of state.2 Two days 
later Proby was sent a letter in the utmost secrecy from Weymouth 
in which he was informed of the British intentions to remain neutral 
between Russia and Turkey. In a second secret letter Weymouth 
continued: 

But as there is too much Reason to suspect that His Most Christian 
Majesty's Councils are not governed by the same Pacific Spirit, it was 
impossible to look upon the Measure, of sending Two French Frigates 
into the Archipelago, with Indifference; I therefore remonstrated against 
that Step, by His Majesty's Command, when the Duc de Choiseul 
mentioned it to the King's Minister at Paris, as in it's consequences, 
dangerous to the general Tranquillity, without being able to procure a 
satisfactory Answer from the French Minister, or to obtain an Order for 
stopping the Frigates, which sailed on the morning of the zgth Past for 
the Levant, if we are rightly informed, in company with Two other 
Frigates or Xebeques for the same Destination. [l'Engageante, La Chimera, 
La Ledoisante, Le Renard] ... His Majesty therefore judges it expedient that 
You should forthwith send into the Archipelago a Force at least equal to 
that of the Four frigates which are said to be sailed from Toulon. 

i. Ibid. cols. I038 (Meredith, 13 Nov. 1770) and I343 (Barre, 25 Jan. 177I). 

2. SP 42147, Weymouth to Admiralty, i6 Aug., and ADM 2/238, p. 429, Admiralty 
to Navy Board, 2o Aug. See ADM 2/95, p. 509, Admiralty to Cements and St. John, 
and p. 5I0, to Proby, I7 Aug. I770. 
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Weymouth warned that the officer to be sent should be instructed to 
observe neutrality but also to watch the actions of the French. If 
they interfered with the Turks he was to 'exhort them to desist, & 
if that does not succeed, He is to compel them by force'.' 

The British objective was to preserve and strengthen the influence 
of British sea power. To John Murray, ambassador at the Porte, 
Weymouth explained that it was believed that the French were trying 
to arrange an alliance with the Porte to strengthen their position in 
Austria and Sweden (an old ally of Turkey). This knowledge, he 
wrote, 

entered into the Motives for His Majesty's making himself more respect- 
able in the Levant, as the French Force & the French Negotiations may 
have some Connection, besides that it is not prudent to allow France to 
have in her power to throw the Balance as she pleases, should the Two 
Fleets be nearly equal, without our being in a Situation to prevent her. 

Equally the British continued to hope their assistance, particularly 
in negotiating a peace between Turkey and Russia, might earn them 
the alliance with the latter. Weymouth had continued: 

it is probable, that the Moment, when the King's Ships appear in those 
Seas, will not be an unfavourable one for making another attempt 
towards bringing on a Negotiation ...2 

And Cathcart in Petersburg was instructed to inform the Russians 
that for an alliance which would guarantee British possessions in 
America, the British would in advance agree to give the Russians the 
lion's share of a mediated redistribution of boundaries.3 To the 
French, however, little diplomatic representation was made after the 
departure of the guardships to remind them of their significance. 
The ships could be expected to carry their own message and overt 
threats might be provocative. 

This diplomatic offensive and naval manoeuvre to protect the 
influence of British sea power against the French had a small 
measure of success, although it did not improve British standing in 
the Levant. Proby sent Dorsetshire and the frigates Niger and Montreal 
to Smyrna, an adequate force to deter but not so large as to insult 
the French, and Edgar, which had been damaged in passage, was sent 
to Port Mahon to make repairs and watch for French reinforcements 
to the Levant. Although the French frigates made no attempt to 
obstruct the Russians, this restraint could not be attributed to the 
British ships, which did not reach Smyrna until 24 October. The 
Russians had completely defeated the Turkish fleet at the Battle of 
Chesme in July and felt no gratitude to the British. For their part 
the Turks regarded the British ships as virtual enemies, only allowing 

I. SP 42/104, fos. 9-ii, Weymouth to Proby, i8 Aug. 1770. 

2. SP 97/46, fo. 13 7, Weymouth to Murray, i 8 Aug. 1770. 

3. SP 91/85, fo. 59, Rochford to Cathcart, 25 Aug. 1770. 
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them to enter Smyrna one at a time. But the determination of the 
British to prevent French interference in the Russo-Turkish war, 
which the naval movements later emphasized, does appear to have 
decided Louis XV against a proposal to ally with the Porte.' 

The demarche had been too late to have any effect on Spanish 
plans against Port Egmont, however, and when on 7 September the 
Admiralty forwarded to Weymouth a letter they had received on that 
day from Captain Braithwaite of the Liverpool, dated in Cadiz Bay, 
I4 August, the major confrontation began with the Family Compact. 
Braithwaite had reported that 

Two days ago arriv'd at this Port a Spanish Frigate of War, last from 
Buenos Ayres, who brings Accounts, that The Spaniards there were fitting 
out a small Squadron in order to attack Falkner's Island. [sic] The letter, 
which I myself saw, mentions Four Frigates, & One Xebeque of 30 guns, 
The Troops to consist of Three Companies of Regulars, & One Regiment 
of Militia, & was to have sailed on the 6th of May last: In fact, the Account 
gains so much credit at this Place, as to make me think my Duty in 
acquainting Their Lords[hip]s of the same. The Consul [James Duff] has 
wrote to The Secretary of State. . .2 

Weymouth's response was immediate. No attempt was made to 
restore the status quo ante by the despatch of a small squadron as 
Grenville had done in I 764. Grimaldi had rather expected the British 
to react this way. In August I766 a minute had actually been drawn 
up for the Spanish court of a cabinet agreement that the destruction 
of Port Egmont was bound to lead to a trial of strength, that 
preparation should be made for war, and that, the greatest danger 
being that the British navy would operate in the South Atlantic near 
rather weakly defended parts of the Spanish empire, the fighting 
should be kept in the north.3 Choiseul's attacks on British influence 
in the Levant had enhanced British awareness of the Bourbon threat, 
however, and Port Egmont was not itself important. To defeat 
Bourbon attacks on Britain's influence and position it was necessary 
to restore the credibility of Britain's naval strength. Weymouth evi- 
dently considered that only a clear demonstration of the inability of 
the Family Compact to go to war would discourage continual attacks, 

i. ADM 51/683, Proby's Log, 24 and 29 Sept. (see ADM io6/2200, p. i86, Navy 
Board to Stephens, 26 Nov. An inquiry had been ordered into the defects found in 
Fdgar.) ADM 5I/224 and /595, Logs of Dorsetshire and Montreal; and ADM I1/3837, 
Hollford to Stephens, 25 Aug. (see SP 9i/85, fo. I70, Admiralty to Rochford, 2 Oct.; 
and ADM I/386, Proby to Stephens, 27 Aug.; and G. S. Goodall to Stephens, 3 Sept. 
I770). SP 42/I04, fo. 6, Proby to Weymouth, 2I Sept. See also M. S. Anderson, 'Great 
Britain and the Russian Fleet'. Slavionic and East European Review, xxxi I62; W. 
Woodward, The Russians at Sea (i965), p. 53; and D. Ozanam and M. Antoine [eds.], 
Correspondence Secrete du Comte de Broglie avec Louis XV, s7y6- 774 (I956), p. 88 (Intro- 
duction). 

2. SP 94/I 84. 

3. B. G. Corney [ed.], op. cit. i. 42. 
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and on the day Braithwaite's letter arrived he secretly advised the 
Admiralty of the king's pleasure that they 

give Orders for manning all the Guardships up to their proper Comple- 
ments; And, at the same Time that Your Lordships will direct them to be 
prepared in all Respects for immediate Service, You will give the necessary 
Orders for providing, & properly fitting out, a Number of frigates, 
proportionable to that Equipment.1 

There were at the time i 8 guardships, but the Dorsetshire and Edgar 
were in the Mediterranean and their replacements were only now 
authorized. Consequently there were only I6 ships which could 
quickly be made ready for service, and these the Admiralty ordered 
brought forward on i i September. Two others, the Albion and 
Prince of Wales, had to begin their mobilization from ordinary, and 
were not ordered until 2I September.2 

There appears to have been no disagreement within the British 
cabinet about the nature of Britain's action, although there was to 
be some dispute about the rate of development. North and Rochford 
were both out of town at the time, although the king was within 
reach for consultation; but Weymouth's orders provoked no protest. 
The objective was not war. Colonel Barre clearly failed to appreciate 
this when he asked why the Spanish violation of Port Egmont had 
not been treated as an act of war and answered with an immediate 
attack on the Newfoundland fisheries, which would have crippled 
the French navy.3 But the British Government believed they could 
only force Spanish restitution by displaying a readiness for war. Sir 
Joseph Yorke, the British ambassador at the Hague, later reported 
that the Dutch minister at Madrid had heard 

that if the British Court only remonstrated they [the Spanish government] 
should pay no Attention to it, but if they took it seriously, equipped, and 
sent out an Armament, they would be embarrassed & probably desist.4 

This was the very sentiment of the British, both in and outside the 
government. In his autobiography the duke of Grafton later wrote: 
'The vigour of our preparations to meet a war was the best means, 
by which the negotiation then pending could end honourably for 
this country.'5 This was not brinkmanship for in the end the North 
government was plainly prepared to fight if necessary. War, while 
less popular than formerly, was still sufficiently restricted to be usable 
even by major states as an instrument of policy against each other. 
But war was an unlikely outcome and in any case one little to be 
feared. The first lord of the admiralty, Admiral Hawke, had himself 
visited France during the summer and his observations confirmed 

I. SP 42/47. 
2. SP 42/47, Weymouth to Admiralty, 7 Sept.; ADM 2/96, p. i; and SP 42/46, 

Admiralty to Weymouth, I7 Oct. 3. Parl. Hist. xvi. col. I 03 9, I 3 Nov. 
4. SP 84/529, 21 Sept. 5- p. 258. 
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the intelligence reports of the inadequacy of the French navy, and 
the failure of naval finances.' 

Initially care was taken to keep the Bourbon ambassadors from 
becoming alarmed, presumably so that the British mobilization 
might have a head start. When Rochford, the Northern secretary, 
came to town on the 8th to meet Weymouth he wrote to the king 
that 'as it might occasion suspicion if he went to Richmond today' 
he proposed to delay his seeing the king until the morrow.2 The 
secret was kept for a few days during which time the Spanish 
ambassador, Prince Masserano, visited Weymouth. In the hope of 
delaying any British reaction to the seizure Grimaldi had instructed 
Masserano to report that 'he had good reason to believe, His Cath. 
Majesty's Governor of Buenos Ayres, has taken upon him to make 
use of force', suppressing, however, Arriaga's order to Bucarelli of 
February I768 and the fact that the deed had already been done. But 
a letter had arrived from James Harris, the British charge in Madrid, 
on the ioth, confirming Braithwaite's report, and Arriaga's orders, 
soon to be common report,3 could be guessed at. Consequently, 
when Masserano expressed 

His Wishes, that, whatever the Event at Port Egmont might be, in 
consequence of a Step of the Governor, taken without any particular 
Instruction from His Cath. Majesty, it might not be productive of 
Measures at this Court dangerous to the Good Understanding which at 
present subsists between the Two Crowns ... [Weymouth] told His 
Excellency, that if His Apprehensions of an exercise of Force. . . were well 
founded, it was difficult to see how the fatal Consequences of such a Step, 
could be avoided, by any thing that was left for us to do . . . 

Without informing Masserano of the British armament, Weymouth 
expressed the hope that if Bucarelli had acted without orders matters 
could soon be accommodated. But after he had spoken to the king he 
also formally told Masserano that he 

had His Majesty's Commands to demand a disavowal of the Proceedings 
of His Catholick Majesty's Servants at Port Egmont, in which Force had 
been used against His Majesty's Subjects settled there, & also to demand, 
that the Affairs of that Settlement, should be immediately restored to the 
State in which they were before such Proceeding.4 

The objective of the North government was to oblige the Family 
Compact to recognize their inability to overturn the settlement of 

i. R. Mackay, Admiral Hawke, I965, p. 323. 

2. Sir J. Fortescue [ed.], The Correspondence of King George the Third, 6 vols. (I927) 

hereafter cited as G III), no. 8I3. 

3. See: The Gentleman's MagaZine, I770, p. 6i2. It was publicly reported that the 
Spanish commander, presumably Don Jon Ignacio Madariaga, told Farmer 'That he 
had orders from his Court to drive them from... [Port Egmont] three years before, but 
could not find the harbour out, till the two Spanish frigates discovered it.' 

4. SP 94/I85, Weymouth to Harris, iz Sept. I770. See: SP 94/I84, Harris to 
Weymouth, 23 Aug. I770. 
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the Peace of Paris. The fact that the ostensible subject of dispute was 
with Spain, however, facilitated the task of convincing the senior 
partner of the alliance, France, that it was preferable to accommodate 
British demands. From the first it was apparent that Spain was less 
important in the dispute than was France, and that the pressure of 
British preparations for war would most rapidly produce diplomatic 
developments by its effect upon the court of France. On i z 
September, the same day as Weymouth had written to Harris 
informing him of the demands which had been made of Spain, 
Robert Walpole wrote to Weymouth to report that Choiseul had 
offered 'his service to influence the Court of Spain, if the Court of 
England should think it necessary.' Four days later he told Walpole 
that he could answer for the Court of Spain, that She did not mean to go 
to War ... [and he expressed the hope] that the Court of England would 
not make any preparations for Arming of Ships, which would give an 
unnecessary Alarm; & occasion discredit in different Countries. He 
expressed himself highly dissatisfied at the Proceeding of Monsieur 
Bucarelli, and that such a Measure which might be attended with the most 
Serious Consequences, should have been taken, without having acquainted 
the Court of France, who remained intirely ignorant of it till now: and 
said, He held this Language to the Spanish Ambassador here. 

And even on the I8th, after the news of the British mobilization had 
reached Paris, Choiseul told Walpole that, although the Spanish 
ambassador was urging the French to arm, if the British court would 
give Walpole 

Authority to assure the Duc de Choiseul, that, upon the Arrival of the 
Answer from Spain all preparations & intentions of Arming shall cease, 
He will recommend it to His Most Christian Majesty not to take any 
measures for an Armament, and will prevail upon the Court of Spain to 
adopt the like sentiments ..1 

No mercy was shown. On I9 September Rochford ordered the 
Admiralty to mobilize 22 more ships,2 and three days later Walpole 
was instructed tell Choiseul that 

as it depends entirely upon His Cath. Majesty to render those Preparations 
productive of no Interruption to the present Peace, it is much to be wished 
that the Armament here may not be accelerated by Measures of the same 
kinds, taken in France, which will certainly be the Case, if Orders are 
given there for that Purpose.3 

Choiseul was already pleading with the Spaniards to make con- 
cessions. On 26 September he wrote to d'Ossun to say that any delay 
would bring military advantage to the Family Compact, especially 
as the Newfoundland fisheries would not return until the end of 
October. H-e suggested that it would be politic to agree to the 

I. SP 78/28I, fos. I33, I37, and I40. 

2. SP 42/47; also in ADM 1/4I28, no. 40. 

3- SP 78/28i, fo. I44. 
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immediate British demands as war could be brought on at a con- 
venient moment on the question of right to the islands.' He greatly 
feared that war was at hand. On the zznd the Favorite had arrived in 
England from Port Egmont with full details of the incident,2 and 
Choiseul believed that the British government would be driven to 
war out of fear of the opposition. Indeed, on 28 September 
Hillsborough, the secretary of state for the American colonies and 
president of the board of trade, had secretly instructed the Admiralty 
to inform the commanders-in-chief of the various stations that the 
present armament had been occasioned by the occupation of Port 
Egmont which, unless disavowed, would be considered as an act of 
war. The purpose of the armament, however, remained the restora- 
tion to Britain of her rights, avoiding if at all possible the wastages 
of war, and accordingly the commanders were ordered to be 'much 
upon their guard on the one hand to prevent surprises and on the 
other not to give any offense'.3 Nevertheless, even though Walpole 
told Choiseul no more than that Britain would disarm when Spain 
had met her demands, Choiseul expressed satisfaction and said: 

His Most Christian Majesty would certainly not adopt any Intentions of 
Arming, since he will be convinced by this declaration, of the only View 
in which His [Britannic] Majesty has thought proper to Arm; that the 
Insult & injury committed, demanded a full satisfaction, which His 
Catholick Majesty could not in Justice refuse.4 

In such circumstances it was impossible to rely upon Choiseul's 
protestations, and as early as 2Z September Rochford instructed 
Walpole to report any news of a French mobilization. But neither 
Walpole nor the secret service had any report of activity in French 
dockyards until the end of September, and the reports Harris sent 
about Spanish preparations were not alarming; on z8 September he 
wrote that 'There is not the least reason to doubt their sincere 
desire here of the continuance of Peace as well from their Inabilities 
of supporting a war, as from the dread they have of its con- 
sequences.. .'. On 13 October Robert Wolters' agent in Paris 
reported that there were 2I ships and 8 frigates ready to be armed in 
Toulon, but he also estimated that the French mobilization could 
not be completed within four months. And on 3' October the Brest 
agent reported great deficiencies, stating: '1'Etat du Port est incroy- 
able, et tout le monde y a ete trompe; L'Apparence etait magnifique, 
c'etait tout; on travaille avec vigueur a reparer cette Negligence'. 
Wolters confirmed this report with information he had received 
from a Dutch sea captain and added that the French ships were being 

i. L. Blart, op. cit. p. I 7 I . 
2. SP 42/47, and ADM 2/372, p. 22o, Admiralty to Weymouth, 24 Sept. I770. 

3. ADM I1/4I28, no. 48; see ADM 2/I332, fo. I78, Admiralty to C-in-C Jamaica, 
Barbados and Halifax, 29 Sept. 

4. SP 78/28I, fo. I48, Walpole to Weymouth, 26 Sept. 
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docked 4 at a time to prepare them to be armed; a poor contrast with 
the British guardships which had all been docked in the spring; and 
that of the I 8,ooo French seamen called up only 5,ooo had reported. 
According to the Paris agent the French were relying upon the 
Spanish navy; but Harris, who had been slow to discover that Spain 
was beginning her naval mobilization, had reported on I 8 October 
that Spain was equipping all the ships she could but expected only 
to have io ready by the end of November. He reported Spanish 
plans to be strictly defensive.' 

This intelligence indicated that the British naval mobilization had 
a clear lead. On i7 October the Admiralty reported that 30 ships of 
the line were being prepared for service, and Weymouth immediately 
replied that it was 'His Majesty's Pleasure, that you acquaint me, 
whether any, & what Methods may be used, in Order to accelerate 
the Preparations, so as to collect the greatest Naval force in the 
shortest time possible'. But the Admiralty explained that dockyard 
capacity had limited the number which could be made ready at once. 
Ten ships from ordinary were now completed, however, and the full 
40 could be ordered. Manning was slow, but the Navy Board 
reported there to be 86 ships of the line which could be made ready, 
comparing well with the 97 there had been at the peak of the Seven 
Years War in I 75 9.2 

But, although this increasingly evident disparity between British 
and Bourbon materiel supported the North government's negotia- 
tions with Spain, the Spanish government showed no sign of 
considering it expedient to submit to superior force. And, although 
Choiseul, on the other hand, became increasingly active in his 
intervention, it is possible that his purpose was to provoke hostilities: 
he did not hide from the British his efforts to restrain the Spaniards, 
and the predictable result was further to discourage any British 
tendency to conciliation. If he continued to entertain hopes of 
making himself indispensible by involving France in war, the hope 
was not founded upon any ability to inflame Louis XV, or upon 
adequate political support. But his diplomacy was so inept that it 
raises the possibility that he still thought war might serve his 
interests, provided he did not appear to have been instrumental in 
bringing it about. 

When towards the end of September Harris had presented the 
British demands to Grimaldi the latter protested his desire for peace, 
but had made no suggestion likely to make it possible.3 He said that 

I. SP 78/28I, fo. I46, Rochford to Walpole, 22 Sept.; and fo. I5I, Walpole to 
Weymouth, 26 Sept. SP 94/I85, Harris to Weymouth 28 Sept., II and I8 Oct. SP 
84/527, Paris 28 Sept., 5 and I3 Oct.; and Brest 3I Oct. See also SP 42/46, Admiralty to 
Weymouth, 2 Oct.; SP 92/75, Lynch to Weymouth, 6 Oct.; and J. Goebel, op. cit. p. z86. 

2. SP 42/46, Admiralty to Weymouth, I7 Oct. (also in ADM 2/372, p. 232) and 23 
Oct.; Weymouth to Admiralty I9 Oct; Stephens to Wood, 30 Oct. 

3. SP 94/I85, Harris to Weymouth, 28 Sept. 
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he was sending what he hoped might become an accommodation 
to London to be negotiated by Masserano, but, when Grimaldi's 
messenger to London left a copy of it in Paris as he passed through, 
Choiseul considered it so strong that it was unlikely to be accepted. 
In the vain hope of persuading Masserano not to act on his instruc- 
tions Choiseul wrote on 7 October to Frances,l and he also suggested 
to Walpole, on 9 October, that he might be able to ease the tension 
without mediating, a diplomatic form distrusted in London. He said 
that 

with this View, and this View only of contributing to accommodate 
matters, between the Two Courts, without assuming the Air of Mediation, 
did [he] take upon Him[self], to deliver His Sentiments to His Most 
Christian Majesty.... He flatters Himself, the Court of England cannot 
take amiss bis making use of those good Offices which His Situation has 
rendered Him so capable of doing upon this Occasion. . .2 

He then proceeded to tell Walpole that Masserano had the fullest 
powers to make a settlement with the British government. He said 
that the Spanish Court proposed 'that after the reestablishment of 
the English at Port Egmont the two Courts of Spain & England 
should abandon those islands & that the island should remain 
neuter.. .'. But he also admitted that he thought the stipulation 
would be unacceptable to England and let Walpole know that he had 
suggested to Masserano that 'the epoque for abandoning the islands 
should be left to the will of His Britannick Majesty'.3 As Masserano 
refused to follow his suggestions, Choiseul's conversation with 
Walpole only served to notify the British that they should hold out 
for greater concessions. Weymouth wrote to Harris on 17 October 
that Masserano had agreed to disavow that any particular orders had 
been given to Bucarelli to expel the British garrison, but declared 
that Bucarelli's general orders did encourage him to his action. 
Furthermore, without acknowledging Britain's right to the Falkland 
Islands, he would agree to the restoration of the colony. But in 
return Masserano had stipulated that Britain disavow the 'menace', 
so called, of Captain Hunt, with the implication of withdrawing 
Britain's claim of ownership and of accepting part of the blame for 
the contre-temps. Weymouth wrote to Harris that 

without entering into the unsurmountable objections to the Matter of 
this proposed Convention, the Manner alone is totally inadmissible; for 
His Majesty cannot accept, under a Convention, that Satisfaction to which 
he has so just a Title, without entering into any Engagements in order to 
procure it; That the idea of His Majesty's becoming a Contracting Party, 
upon this Occasion, is entirely foreign to the Case. . .4 

I. J. Goebel, op. cit. pp. 290, 295. 

2. SP 78/28I, fo. i65, Walpole to Weymouth, 9 Oct. 
3. SP 78/28I, fo. I7-3, Weymouth to Walpole, I7 Oct. 
4. SP 94/1I85, I7 Oct. 
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The failure of the negotiations in September and October made 
it imperative to bring home to the Spaniards that the time was 
inexorably approaching when Britain would go to war to defend her 
interests, even though her objectives were limited. The British 
parliamentary system increased the difficulty of persuading the 
Spaniards to submit because, while the Lords and Commons could 
be expected to demand extreme measures, an unruly House might 
persuade foreigners that the government could not risk war. But 
the hand of the North government was strengthened further by 
parliamentary success. Lord Chief Justice Mansfield suggested that 
the opening of parliament ought to be deferred in hopes of receiving 
a satisfactory answer from Grimaldi, and Horace Walpole wondered 
why it was not. But North recognized the dangers of this policy and 
told the king he was 

convinced that it would be improper as that [i.e. the Spanish] Court and 
that of Versailles would upon it augur that we are resolved at all events 
to accommodate the present dispute, and consequently would encourage 
them to raise perhaps so much in their demands as would make War 
absolutely necessary.' 

Mansfield apparently came round to this view.2 Parliament was 
opened on 13 November, and the opposition was less fearsome than 
had been expected. Horace Walpole considered that the King's 
Speech was designed to leave a loop-hole for the Spaniards to make 
an accommodation,3 and some criticized the government for not 
pushing a more forceful line. The king said of the military prepara- 
tions 'I shall not think it expedient to discontinue [them] until I shall 
have received proper reparation for the injury, as well as satisfactory 
proof, that other powers are equally sincere with myself in resolving 
to preserve the general tranquillity of Europe . . .' but he was careful 
to lay the entire blame for the incident on the governor of Buenos 
Aires.4 This face-saving formula roused the scorn of Junius, the 
pseudonymous letter writer.5 But it was necessary if the Spaniards 
were to be persuaded to agree to the substance of British demands; 
and in the end, to the great satisfaction of the king, the Address in 
reply to the King's Speech was passed without amendment.6 

This freedom to act as the situation seemed to demand continued 
to be supported by the rapidity of the mobilization. Manning con- 
tinued to be a problem, but considering the difficulties progress was 
very satisfactory. By 2 I November the Admiralty was able to inform 
Weymouth that enough men had been raised to make it possible, by 

i. G III, no. 822, 9 Nov. 
2. G III, no. 825, North to George III, io Nov. 
3. Horace Walpole, Memoirs of the Reign of King George the Third, 4 vols. (I 845), iv. I 28. 
4. Speech printed in The Anntal Register for I770, p. 25 8. 
5. The Letters of JUnius, 2 vols. (I8io), ii. 47, letter no. 42. 
6. GIII, no. 825, I3 Nov. 
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the expedient of drafting supernumeraries posted to other ships into 
the i 8 guardships, to man them to within 785 men of the full 
complement. The remaining zg ships and frigates would still be 
5,845 men short of complement, but at least one powerful squadron 
was ready at short notice. The I 8 guardships were virtually all ready 
for sea and 17 of the zz ships ordered out of ordinary had been 
docked and were fitting out for service in the various naval ports of 
England.' 

But still the Spaniards refused to make any substantial submission, 
and the speed of British mobilization was irresistibly bringing the 
North government to the point of having to initiate hostilities or be 
seen to be avoiding that step, with the risk of undermining the credit 
of British arms. Developments were becoming increasingly critical, 
and Weymouth was rapidly coming to the conclusion that restraint 
was ceasing to serve national interests. Harris's letter of 7 November 
had arrived on the igth, and on that same date a letter also arrived 
from Walpole, dated the i4th, recounting a conversation with 
Choiseul in which the latter had revealed that Masserano's instruc- 
tions would allow him to leave out of any settlement a declaration of 
Spain's claims.2 Consequently it was not surprising that when 
Masserano presented his proposals, which did include a reservation 
of Spain's rights, Weymouth, supported by the king,3 did not accept 
them. Masserano had agreed to present another proposal but 
Weymouth said that he could not accept any that did not agree with 
the British demands, and he asked the king to name an admiral for 
the Mediterranean squadron and to order the augmentation of the 
army. The king suggested that the former proposal should be 
presented to the cabinet, and that the latter be delayed a few days.4 
But on z4 November Weymouth wrote to the secretary at war, 
Viscount Barrington, ordering 'all officers belonging to His 
Majesty's Land Forces, to repair to their Posts without loss of time',5 
and on the 23rd and again on the 28th he wrote to Harris to tell him 
that there had been no change in Masserano's attitude, that war was 
likely, and that the governor of Gibraltar and the Consuls should be 
warned.6 

At the end of November Choiseul sent to London a new ambas- 
sador, the Comte de Guines, and instructed Frances to open direct 
discussions with the British government. This gave the British an 
opportunity to make concessions to Spain which they could not have 
done directly without giving the Spaniards an impression of 

i. ADM 2/372, p. z6o, and in SP 42/47, Admiralty to Weymouth, Zi Nov. 
2. SP 78/28i, fo. zo6. 
3. Thyne Papers, Longleat House, 38, fo. 36, (George III?) to Weymouth, 2I 

Nov. 
4. G III, no. 838, George III to North, 23 Nov. 
5. War Office Papers, P. R. 0. (hereafter cited WO) i/680. 
6. SP 94/I85. 
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weakness. Frances had a meeting with Lord North on z8 November 
and the king wrote to the latter to say that 

though I have but little hopes of any change in the conduct of the Court 
of Spain yet I shall be very anxious to learn what shall pass between You 
and Mr. Frances; ... for every feeling of humanity as well as the know- 
ledge of the distress war must occasion makes me desirous of preventing 
it if it can be accomplished provided the honour of this Country is 
preserved." 

North seized an opportunity and told Frances that Britain would 
certainly abandon Port Egmont in the long run as it was of little use. 
He would not agree that this should be publicly included in a 
settlement, but the ice had been broken and his concession was 
eventually to constrain the Spaniards to concede to Britain's 
demands, apparently humbling themselves before Britain's naval 
might. A few days later Rochford also told Frances that Britain 
would gladly abandon the Falkland Islands and that she had no 
desire to fight for them. But he would not say that to Masserano 
because Masserano had not yet made a satisfactory statement. On 
the same principle, the cabinet would not ask for royal endorsement 
to a secret treaty of evacuation. There could be no direct bargaining 
for satisfaction.2 

North increased the British concession to Spain by declaring that 
Britain would abandon Port Egmont without insisting on the 
reciprocal abandonment by Spain of Puerto de la Solidad, the post 
on East Falkland Island purchased from Bougainville. The Spanish 
post violated the British claim to the Falklands, but the British were 
primarily concerned to oblige the Family Compact to recognize their 
inability to impose upon Britain by force, and had little interest in 
driving out Spanish government from South America. North, 
however, would not enter into an accommodation in which Spain 
declared her claim to the Falklands, and at the same time as the 
negotiations continued the mobilization was pressed forward. On 
4 December IS additional ships of the line and a proportionate 
number of frigates were ordered brought forward.3 This resulted in 
increased financial needs for the navy. On 25 November the House 
had been asked to increase the vote from i6,ooo to 40,000 seamen, 
but the increase of I 5 more ships added a further 9,282 seamen and 
cost the navy an additional ?482,664, and on iz December North 
asked the Commons to raise the Land Tax to 4s. in the pound.4 

Because of the difficulty of sustaining the coercive effect of 
mobilization if it became apparent that the British government were 
reluctant to commence hostilities, time was rapidly running out for 

i. G III, no. 84I. a. See J. Goebel, op. cit. pp. 308, 3 I0. 
3. ADM I/4I28, no. 77, Weymouth to Admiralty, 4 Dec. 
4. J. Wright [editor], Sir Henry Cavendish's Debates of the House of Commons, ii. I7Z, Z8 

Nov.; I94, iZ Dec. See also: ADM 3/78, fo. 46, Admiralty Board Minutes, z6 Nov. 
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a peaceful solution. But the strains of deciding whether it was 
diplomatically necessary to make the break, or militarily desirable to 
defer it, were enough to split the cabinet. The East India Company 
was clamouring for advice as to how they should instruct their 
servants in India, and Weymouth decided that the Company should 
be encouraged to strike a blow at the French establishment there. 
This would have made war inevitable, and Weymouth, grasping the 
nettle, also demanded the recall of Harris from Madrid. But on the 
6th Rochford warned the king of the shape events were taking and 
the latter immediately expressed his disagreement. 'I owne [he wrote] 
I have no expectation the Spaniards will end this affair amicably yet 
I do not wish they should have it to say that they would have 
complied provided we had not recalled the Secretary of the Embassy 
without giving them an opportunity to conform to our uniform 
demanded [sic].' King George thought that Weymouth was attempt- 
ing to prevent an accommodation, and it has been suggested that 
Weymouth was hoping to force the recall of Chatham as an indis- 
pensable war leader. The under-secretary Robert Wood has been 
mentioned in connection with these machinations. The king 
disapproved of permitting the East India Company to attack the 
French possessions in India, pointing out that it would be possible 
to send a frigate with a message in a month's time. Rochford agreed 
and asked the king to suggest to Weymouth the need for a cabinet 
meeting. This took place on the 7th and a compromise was made. 
Weymouth agreed not to recall Harris immediately and to alter a 
letter he proposed to send to the chairman of the East India Company 
so that the company could not claim to have been authorized to 
undertake hostilities. But he would not agree to instruct Harris to 
reopen negotiations, and three days later, having been thwarted in 
his own department, he resigned. He may have had political motives 
but was prepared to accept alternative employment to avoid appear- 
ance of political disunity. He told Rochford that 'his Chief complaint 
is that we are in a state of uncertainty and are taking no measures to 
distress the enemy." 

Essentially the difference between Weymouth and the rest of the 
government was one of timing, and Rochford and the king's 
hesitation was probably occasioned by an accident to several battle- 
ships, which raised doubts about Britain's readiness for war. Because 
of the crisis the normal relief of the garrisons in Minorca and 
Gibraltar which was to have been performed by hired transports had 
been suspended. On z October Weymouth had asked that the 
Admiralty order to Spithead the first 6 major ships and the first 6 
frigates ready for service, and on the 8th, 7 ships being ready if not 

I. G III, nos. 843-5, 848, 85z and 854; Rochford-George III correspondence 6-II 
Dec. See India Office Records, London, Home Miscellaneous Series no. IOZ, p. 603, 
Weymouth to the Chairman and Deputy Chairman of the East India Company, 7 Dec. 
Cf. I. R. Christie, Myth a1dRealizy (Glasgow, I970), pp. 99 ff. 
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yet fully manned, he ordered S of them to Kinsale and Cork to 
embark troops. Defence, Ajax, Arrogant, Rippon and Achilles, after 
a month's delay, sailed; but on their voyage to Ireland 3 of the ships 
were damaged by a storm. When the Arrogant and Achilles put back 
into Portsmouth the Admiralty ordered Vice-Admiral Geary to 
replace them with the Centaur and Yarmouth, z guardships, and this 
was reported to Weymouth the next day. Three days later, 30 
November, the Admiralty also informed him that the Ajax had 
sprung a mast and gone into Plymouth where, if repairs could not 
be effected right away, Hero would take her place. But apparently 
not all the guardships were ready for sea, and on 3 December the 
Admiralty advised that the Belle Isle would be going to Cork because 
Yarmouth had been found to be suffering from rot.' 

On the 5 th it was known that the Rippon had arrived in Cork,2 but 
naturally the damage sustained by ships supposedly just fitted, not 
to mention the need to dock a guardship which was supposed to be 
ready for sea, caused uneasiness in the government. Rochford and 
the king were quite disturbed. On the 6th Rochford suggested that 
another column should be added to the naval reports showing the 
condition of ships, and the king sent him a memorandum which 
observed: 

we are now informed that. . . [the first] forty Ships are fit for service 
excepting a deficiency of about 6ooo men which may be immediately got 
by Impressing from Protections and other methods that will be pointed 
out by the Admiralty, these with the fifteen Ships now lately ordered 
would make a respectable Fleet and enable us to begin the War, if neces- 
sary, with success; but it is not the number of Ships nor their being 
completely manned which proves their strength, for if these Ships are 
deficient in any Respect the disappointment will be equally felt; and it 
appears by the Ships that were sent to Corke that their bottoms were not 
clean of course they ran great risk of foundering at Sea, and if the remain- 
der which are now supposed to be ready should turn out to be in the same 
condition, the most dreadful consequence may be apprehended from it,. . . 

On the gth, however, Rochford was able to tell the king that 
Hawke had said that the zz ships ordered out of ordinary had not 
only been docked but sheathed, although the guardships had only 
had their annual cleaning and would have to be docked again in the 
spring, and with this the king had expressed his satisfaction.3 Indeed 
the reaction of the Admiralty was to make light of the disaster, and 

I. SP 42147, Weymouth to Admiralty, 2 Oct. (also in ADM 1/4128, no. 52) and i6 
Oct. and Admiralty to Weymouth, 6 and 8 Oct., i6 and 27 Nov., and 3o Nov. and 3 
Dec. (both also in ADM 2/372, p. 272). ADM 1/4128, no. 53, Weymouth to Admiralty, 
io Oct. ADM 2/96, p. 104, Admiralty to C-in-Cs, 12 Nov.; and p. 246, to Vice-Admiral 
Geary, 26 Nov. ADM I1945, Geary to Stephens, 14, 2I Oct., I5, 27 Nov., and 2 Dec. 
And ADM io6/2200 pp. 143-4, Navy Board to Stephens, 26, 30 Nov. and 3 Dec. 

2. SP 42/47, Admiralty to Weymouth. 
3. G III, nos. 843, 846, 850 and 85 I; Rochford-George Ill correspondence, 6-9 Dec. 
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the Navy Board supported this attitude. On the I zth Hawke 
reassured the Commons: 

I do take upon me to say th[at] we are forwarder now than we were then 
[in I75 5]. I h[ave] the satisfaction to assure the H[ouse], not withstanding 
the insinuation w[ith]regard to the ships gone off in a gale of wind, of 
their having met w[ith] accidents, accidents will happen ... the h[ouse] is 
to understand that these were guardships, they lie up in the ports drying 
in the sun, consequently their seams will shrink... 

Admiral Keppel had replied: 'I don't say every ship is bad, but 
those you h[ave] tried are bad', and Hawke was only able to say that 
Guardships 'are not intended to be sent abroad, they are a deal 
forwarder than the ships in ordinary to be sent out to cruise upon 
the enemy'. The Belle Isle was also found to be defective, and the 
Yarmouth not to have been properly surveyed. But apparently no 
one at the Navy Board or Admiralty considered that material defects 
seriously endangered Britain's naval superiority.' 

Rochford and the king were satisfied by Hawke's assertion, and 
Weymouth's resignation did not lead to a change of policy. Rochford 
had quickly offered his services to the king in the Southern Depart- 
ment where, having been ambassador in turn to both Spain and 
France, he ought always to have been. He was duly appointed, with 
Lord Sandwich taking the Northern Department. Rochford soon 
came to the same decision as had Weymouth. The logic of the 
situation impelled the British government towards a diplomatic 
break. Choiseul had made one more attempt to draft a proposal 
acceptable to Britain; he struck out the Spanish demand that Britain 
disavow Captain Hunt's action in ordering the Spaniards to leave 
Falkland's Island, and replaced it with a strict stipulation that Spain 
did not waive the question of right.2 His proposal arrived in London 
on i 3 December and, as Masserano refused to violate his sovereign's 
instructions, Frances undertook to deliver the proposal himself. He 
was eventually able to get Weymouth, whose resignation was not 
immediately announced, and North together on the i 6th, but it was 
North who would not accept a declaration in which Spain mentioned 
her claims to rights by discovery and treaty. Rochford had an 
established reputation for recommending the use of force and any 
delay in the employment of the threatened force would weaken the 
credibility of Britain's diplomacy. The king urged that the remaining 
seamen required be pressed as rapidly as possible and on I 8 
December, when the moon had become dark, the Admiralty ordered 
the admirals of the dockyards and the regulating officers to institute 
a general press without regard to any protections save those 

i. Egerton MS. 223, fo. i8i. See ADM 2/544, p. 46i, Admiralty to Navy Board, I 

Dec.; and reply in National Maritime Museum, London, ADM/B/i84, io Dec. 
2. J. Goebel, op. cit. p. 317, Choiseul to Masserano, 3 Dec. 
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authorized by acts of parliament.' The next day, at a council meeting 
at which Weymouth was not present, it was agreed that Harris be 
recalled.2 On the 2Ist orders were sent to Madrid and a warning 
message was sent to Commodore Proby in the Mediterranean.3 

Reluctantly the decision to proceed to war had been taken, but no 
detailed plans had been made for immediate offensive operations. 
There was some thought of reviving General Paoli's partisan cause 
in Corsica, but Sir Horace Mann had reported that the French had 
virtually suppressed Paoli's troops, and Weymouth was forced to 
agree that it would cost more than the British wished to spend to 
reactivate that theatre of operations.4 Nevertheless there apparently 
was little real hope of cheap victory once hostilities were begun. It 
has been seen that Weymouth eventually came to the decision that 
war should begin by sweeping the French from India. To have 
effected that might have required little in the way of preparations in 
Britain, and it might have been undertaken at short notice. In the 
papers of King George is a sketch plan for an amphibious assault 
of Ferrol which acknowledged the lessons of the Seven Years War. 
He sent this and another plan for an attack on New Orleans to 
Weymouth.5 Attacks upon French India and Spanish peninsular and 
colonial cities might have persuaded the French to make peace on 
British terms, and the attack on Ferrol if it succeeded would have 
meant the destruction of an important part of the Spanish navy. But 
with the possible exception of the Indian, they would not have been 
easy campaigns, and in the absence of detailed plans could hardly 
have been undertaken rapidly. However, it is doubtful that British 
sea power had any quick way of bringing pressure on France. 
Moreover it was winter, and winter naval operations were still 
uncertain, as the garrisoning of Gibraltar had demonstrated. 

The apparent assumption that war, if it could not be avoided, 
would be protracted, had led the British to make plans of a general 
and defensive nature. Operations were generally carried out under 
Admiralty orders, but it was the secretaries of state who decided 
what should be done and frequently how it should be done. By 
October plans were well advanced for the defence of British trade, 
politically and nationally an important consideration. The merchants 
trading to North America had petitioned the Admiralty for pro- 
tection, particularly for Newfoundland trade bound for Spanish 
ports. Rochford assured the Admiralty that they already had 

I. ADM 2/96, p. 313, Admiralty to Geary, Edgcombe, and Denis, i 8 Dec. ADM 3/78, 
fos. 66 and 82, Admiralty Board Minutes. And G III, no. 850, Rochford to George III, 
9 Dec. 

2. Calendar of Home 0//ce Papers, 1760-177J, 4 vols. (i878-99); no. 383, 'Minutes of 
Council'. 

3. SP 94/1i85, Rochford to Harris; SP 42/104, fo. 94, Rochford to Proby. 
4. SP 98/75, fo. i63, Weymouth-Mann, i6 Oct., 20 Nov. 
5. Bath Papers, Longleat House, Ist Marquess, envelope marked: 'Foreign Affairs 

c. 1770-79, etc.'; and G III, no. 875. 
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authorization to make arrangements, and when Admiral Lord Howe, 
having been petitioned by his Dartmouth constituents, presented a 
plan for stationing three ships at the focal points of Santander, 
Bayonne and Gibraltar to warn inward-bound shipping, it was 
immediately adopted. Emerald 32, Favorite i 8 and Merlin I8 were 
ready on 8 November, and after a reminder to Weymouth, they 
were ordered to take their instructions from the secretary of state. 
Apparently there was little real concern for the trade, for, although 
the normal cruises in defence of trade were despatched, and insurance 
rates for outward-bound ships rose from 4 to IO per cent, Emerald 
was diverted to carrying officers to Gibraltar and Minorca, while 
Favorite and Merlin never sailed. But special arrangements were made 
to protect the homeward-bound East Indiamen, a bait sufficiently 
tempting alone to have precipitated war. They were ordered to 
await convoy at St. Helena whither the Portland 50 was later sent.' 

If war did follow upon mobilization, defence of trade and of those 
outposts most likely to suffer attack were equally important. On i 8 
September Weymouth had written to warn Lieutenant Governor 
Boyde of Gibraltar, Governor Johnson of Minorca, and Commodore 
Proby, and mention has already been made of the preparation of a 
guardship squadron to carry troops to Gibraltar. The garrison was 
built up there, and funds were belatedly voted to strengthen the 
already elaborate defences.2 Johnson complained of the inadequacies 
of the Minorca garrison, sending his letter by the common post of 
France, but Weymouth coldly replied that 'the military men, whose 
opinion I have asked on that subject, think differently from you'.3 
As General Cornwallis, Governor of Gibraltar, had pointed out in 
I768: 

Gibralter has its faults, but, with them, [is] as tenable in my opinion as any 
place in Europe; where it is vulnerable, is, to the sea. And I think the 
strictest attention should be paid to that; I mean on no account to suffer 
a Fleet of the Enemy to get the start of ours upon an approach of war, for 
tho' it has often been said, that Gibralter was impregnable, which no 
place is according to my notions, it was always understood, 'while you 
command the sea'. . .4 

And the same could be said of Minorca. 
Accordingly, on i 6 October, Weymouth ordered Proby, who had 

been placed directly under his command to facilitate control of naval 

I SP 42/46, Admiralty to Weymouth, 25 Sept., 9, I2, 23 Oct., and 8, I3, 2I Nov.; and 
Weymouth to Admiralty 28 Sept., and I7 Dec. ADM 3177, fo. 2I3, Admiralty Board 
Minutes. ADM 2/96, pp. 59, 224, Admiralty to Richards and Fielding, 25 Sept. and I7 
Nov.; and p. 353, to Elliot, 5 Jan. I77I. ADM I1945 Geary to Stephens, 22 Nov. and 
25 Dec. ADM I14128, no. 8o, Weymouth to (Admiralty?), I5 Dec. and The Annual 
Register for I770, p. i66. 

2. Colonial Office Papers, P. R. 0. (hereafter cited CO) 9I1/17, Weymouth to Boyde, 
29 Oct.; and to the Board of Ordnance, 23 Oct. 

3, CO I74/6, fo. 88, Johnson to Weymouth, 20 Oct.; and fo. i I0, Weymouth to 
Johnson, 14 Dec. 4. CO 91ii6, Cornwallis to Shelburne, I8 Sep. I768. 
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operations in the Levant, to concentrate his forces as near to 
Gibraltar as possible. And three days later he wrote to the Admiralty, 
instructing them to order the 5 ships of the line carrying troops to 
Gibraltar to remain there under Proby's command. But Sir Edward 
Hawke disagreed with weakening the battle fleet by sending into 
distant waters a squadron which would not be strong enough to 
defend itself. He later told the Commons that 'he did not understand 
sending ships abroad when, for aught he knew, they might be 
wanted to defend our own coast'. Consequently Robert Wood wrote 
on the 26th, probably to Philip Stephens, that Weymouth agreed to 
rescind the previous instructions and further to order the recall of 
Edgar and Dorsetshire. These ships were recalled three days later, 
leaving Proby with 5 frigates and sloops dispersed on various duties. 
Later, further efforts had been made to organize a Mediterranean 
fleet. On 23 November, having virtually despaired of preserving 
the peace, Weymough had urged that a commander-in-chief be 
appointed and Hawke gave the post to Lord Howe, justifying to the 
Commons his promotion of a comparatively junior officer by giving 
the credit for this brilliant selection to the king. The Warwick was 
ordered fitted as Howe's flagship and all 74 gun ships fitted for 
foreign service. But this fleet was never assembled and even the 5 
ships carrying troops were delayed until the new year.1 

The weakness of the naval forces in the Mediterranean was a 
major criticism of the government's handling of the crisis. The 
opposition, led by Chatham, dwelt upon the obvious failure, and 
during the debate on the increase in the land tax Admiral Sir Charles 
Saunders argued that the presence of a squadron capable of cutting 
French trade with the Levant, an important source of French naval 
reserves, would be a strong inhibition on her actions.2 He was 
probably right, but Bourbon strength in the Mediterranean permitted 
only a defensive policy. The best had to be made with what was 
available. On 3I December the Admiralty suggested to Rochford 
that Proby be ordered to leave Minorca and concentrate his forces 
on Gibraltar. This had, of course, already been done (an indication 
of the danger of establishing non-regular lines of control) and Proby 
had already sailed to Gibraltar, taking with him two companies of 
artillery from Minorca. On 5 January Lieutenant General Cornwallis, 
its governor, sailed for Gibraltar and on I4 January Proby was 
ordered to make the best defence he could of the fortress. If con- 
fronted with a superior fleet. he was ordered to land what seamen 

r. SP 42/104, fo. 64, Weymouth to Proby, i6 Oct. SP 42/47, Weymouth to Admiralty 
9, I9 (also ADM 1/4128, no. 58) and 29 Oct.; Admiralty to Weymouth 24 Oct. (also 
ADM 2/96, p. I33); Wood to (Stephens?) 26 Oct.; and Rochford to Admiralty 28 Dec. 
ADM 1/41 z28, no, 97, Rochford to Admiralty, 8 Jan. I 77 I . Parl. Hist., vol. i 6, col. I 33 I ; 
and Egerton MS. 223, fo. I94, Hawke, I2 Dec. (see R. Mackay, op. cit. p. 328). ADM 
2/96, p. 103, Admiralty to Braithwaite, ii Oct.; and ADM 5I/683, Proby's Log, 3I 
June I770. 

2. Egerton MS 223, fo. i86. 
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68 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF I770 January 

he could to assist the garrison, and to flee to the Tagus if possible, 
or to Port Mahon.' 

But although the fleet was not sufficiently operational to spare 
forces for the Mediterranean, the mobilization was in fact well under 
way. On 2 5 December the Navy Board reported that of the I 5 ships 
ordered on 4 December, 5 would be ready for men in five weeks, 5 
in six weeks, and 5 in seven weeks. Manning was still slow, but as 
the Bourbons were no further advanced there was no urgency to 
send the battle fleet to sea in mid-winter. To increase the number of 
men available for sea duty Rochford ordered that special arrange- 
ments be made to guard the dockyards so that the marines could be 
employed at sea. His letter to the secretary at war, ordering two 
regiments at Chatham and Plymouth and three near Portsmouth. By 
4 January Philip Stephens was able to forward to Rochford a report 
on the state of the fleet which indicated that the guardships could 
be fully manned should their recruiting parties be called in. The 
remaining 5 5 ships ordered in the emergency were still 7,000 men 
short of complement, but the muster books show that at the begin- 
ning of 177I the first 40 ships ordered were 6I. 5 per cent manned, so 
that it would have been possible to fully man 24 ships. At the end of 
the first week in January Hawke was forced by increasingly bad 
health to announce his resignation to the cabinet. His colleagues in 
the government had found him a difficult man to work with and 
were not sorry to see him go, but his resignation did not indicate 
a failure in his department and nor did it lead to a change of policy. 
Sandwich quietly accepted the office, and when he inspected the 
dockyards in the spring reported 8o ships of the line fit for service, 
and 43 others reparable. By May 48 ships were 75.2 per cent manned 
which would have allowed the manning of 3 6 ships, and this 
compared well with the experience of the Seven Years War which 
had led to the assessment in I767 that '39 ships of the line, and 474 
men over, is all that can be raised in the first year'. This remarkable 
success may in part have been due to North's timing of the crisis for 
the autumn when the ocean trade was returning home, and to the 
severity of the winter which, by freezing the Thames, allowed the 
recruitment of enforcedly idle coastal seamen.2 

Far from Hawke's mobilization being a failure, the reports of 
British intelligence indicated that it had already left the Bourbons 

i. ADM I/386, Proby to Stephens, io Dec.; and SP 42/I04, fo. II2, to Weymouth, 
29 Dec. ADM 2/372, p. 276, Admiralty to Rochford, 3I Dec. ADM 2/96, p. 35I, 

Admiralty to Locker, 5 Jan. I77I. And SP 42/47, fo. I02, Rochford to Proby, I4 Jan. 
2. SP 42/47, Admiralty to Rochford, 25 Dec.; and Rochford to Admiralty 2I and 

26 Dec. WO i/68o, Rochford to Secretary at War, 26 Dec. SP 42/48, 'State of the 
Guardships etc.'. 3I Dec., in Stephens to Sutton, 4 Jan. I77I. ADM 36 Series of muster 
books (see my doctoral thesis I97I, p. 244). P.R.O. 30/8/79, fo. 279, 'Memorandum', 
io Mar. I767 (also in G III, no. 3, incorrectly dated [I763?]) punctuation supplied. 
ADM 3/78, fo. 93, Sandwich's Royal Patent (see R. Mackay op. cit. p. 330, and G III, 
nos. 878 and 88o). And ADM 7/659, fo. iii, Visitation of the dockyards. 

This content downloaded from 183.88.45.225 on Sun, 06 Sep 2015 04:36:13 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


1975 USE OF NAVAL FORCE 69 

far behind. On 7 September the Brest correspondent had reported 
that in fifteen days i 8 ships and i 2 frigates were expected to be 
armed, but it was not until I7 December that he could write: 

La premiere Division de i8 Vaisseaux et I2 Fregates est complettee en 
tous Points, il ne manque que la Nomination des Capitaines pour en faire 
I'Armement. 

On n'oublie rien pour mettre en Etat les 20 autres Vaisseaux; IO Mille 
Ouvriers travaillent Fetes et Dimanches pour cela. 

The intelligence from Toulon was incomplete, but the Admiralty 
had information through the consuls in the Mediterranean of 22 

ships and 6 frigates at Toulon. As late as 30 October, however, these 
were reported to be 'unrigged and unmann'd and by what I can 
learn they are not all fit for present service'. Wolters' agent in Toulon 
reported on 8 November that 'Nous avons I7 vaisseaux, dont 2 de 
8o, 8 de 74, et 7 de 64, en Etat d'etre armes, tous leurs Agrets Sont 
prets'. But in fact progress was very slow. At the end of the year the 
French were still not far advanced preparing their fleets totalling 
35 ships and had been seriously disappointed in the condition of 
their ships in ordinary. Considerable effort had been put into repair- 
ing the war-shattered fleet and by January 1770 the British secret 
service had acquired what appears to be a copy of an official French 
fleet-condition report listing 5 2 ships in good repair and only 6 out 
of repair. But early in 177I it reported that during 1770, while 9 
ships were newly built, purchased or under construction, another 9 
which had been considered in good condition had had to undergo 
heavy repair or even rebuilding. And, even more dramatic, no less 
than iO ships had been condemned as unfit for service.' 

The Spanish fleet did not appear to be any more ready for war. 
Harris had somewhat underestimated its size, and the Rotterdam 
espionage net did not bring in as useful information about it, but 
finally, on 7 January the Madrid correspondent forwarded detailed 
information. It appeared that i z ships were fitting out at Cartagena, 
8 at Cadiz, and 24 at Ferrol. The 8 at Cadiz with 4 from Cartagena 
and 3 from Ferrol were to form a squadron to sail under the Marquis 
de Cassa Tilly to protect Havana and the Indies. Hampered as Spain 
was by the need to protect her restive empire, this disposition left 
only 29 ships for war in Europe. At the time of writing, moreover, 
only I 3 of the 24 ships ordered at Ferrol were ready for sea,2 a state 
of affairs which did support Harris's general contempt for the 
Spanish navy. The British belief that the Spanish fleet was not a 
serious threat was eventually justified by the attempt of the Family 
Compact to invade Britain in 1779. As the French found to their 

i. SP 84/5 26, List of the French Fleet, Jan. I770; /5 27, Brest 7 Nov., Toulon 8 Nov.; 
and /532, Toulon 5 Jan. I77I, 'Ships built...' etc. I77I, Toulon 23 Jan. And ADM 
I1/386, 'Intelligence received at different times, Leghorn', I7 Dec. 

2. SP 84/532. (See SP 94/1i85, Harris to Weymouth, 7 Nov.). 
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chagrin, the poor quality of the Spanish officers and the shortage of 
seamen ruined an otherwise good fleet. 

The British felt able to go to war if necessary to secure their 
minimum demands, but it proved to be enough just to reach the 
point of crisis. A contributing cause to the backwardness of the 
French mobilization had been Choiseul's political weakness, and 
rather than face war Louis XV exiled him to his estates on 24 

December, and wrote to Charles III: 

Si V. M. peut faire quelques sacrifices pour conserver la paix sans blesser 
son honneur, elle rendra un grand service au genre humain et a moy en 
particulier dans les circonstances presentes oiu je me trouve.1 

The Spanish government was at last forced to abandon its stand. 
Replying to Louis on 2 January, Charles complained that the exile 
of Choiseul would convince Britain of Spanish weakness and make 
her more obdurate,2 but Masserano was instructed to follow French 
directions. Grimaldi told him to accept North's secret promise and 
to reduce Spain's claim of rights to a minimum. In order, perhaps, 
to lessen Spain's diplomatic humiliation, Masserano was not to 
continue negotiations, which were to be conducted by Frances until 
an agreement was reached, when Masserano would reappear.3 

The Spaniards claimed that they made the concessions for love of 
peace, but ambassador Harcourt, once more in Paris, had few 
illusions. He wrote to Rochford that he was inclined 

to believe, that the Removal of the Duke de Choiseul operated much 
stronger upon the Court of Madrid, than either a Sincere Desire of Peace, 
or a Deference or attention to His Most Christian Majesty's Friendly 
Interposition: Because the Court of Spain knew full well, that those who 
had Credit sufficient to remove the Duke de Choiseul, entertained a less 
favorable Opinion of the Family Compact; which is no longer considered 
as a real advantage to France. And, from an Apprehension of being feebly 
supported, in a Quarrel that concerned Spain only, it may be reasonably 
supposed, that a new System may at last have prevailed in Favour of more 
pacific Measures.4 

And Harris believed that 

had this Court [of Spain] been seconded by That of Versailles, . . . [the 
reconciliation] would never have been brought about and the Ministry 
of His Catholick Majesty subscribed merely not to bring the Family 
Compact into disgrace, which would have been rendering it ridiculous to 
all Europe, had France, as She certainly would, severed from her engage- 
ments the first time She called upon to fullfill them.5 

i. J. Flammermont, Le Chancelier Maupeou et les Parlements (Paris, I884); p. I90, 2I 

Dec. See also p. I65 and J. Goebel op. cit., p. 319, I0 Dec. 
2. L. Blart, op. cit., p. I93. 

3. J. Goebel, op. cit., p. 34I, 2 Jan. I77I. 

4. SP 78/282, fo. 3I, I7 Jan. I77I. 

5. SP 94/I86, I4 Feb, 
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There was now no need for war to defeat the Family Compact, 
but the reversal of the decision to recall Harris would give the 
obdurate Spaniards further opportunities for delay or evasion. It was 
necessary to make it clear that war was still a possibility though 
there was little need for it if they would be reasonable. This difficulty 
threw Rochford off balance and when Masserano said that it would 
be impossible to proceed with the agreement unless Harris returned 
to Madrid, Rochford pretended that Harris was needed for consulta- 
tion and that his recall had no hostile import. Masserano had a 
tactical advantage, and refused to continue in a diplomatic role until 
Harris was reinstated. He suggested that the recall be obliterated by 
appointing an ambassador to Madrid, a solution Frances also pressed. 
But the king agreed that it would be wrong to re-establish relations 
until an agreement had been reached; he 

thought this a very absurd proposition for that as the Secretary is recalled 
we ought to know whether we shall have such terms as we can accept for 
otherwise we shall be tomorrow ordering him to return and in less than 
two days perhaps a new directing him to come home. 

Instead Rochford placed a time limit of 22 January, the latest that 
the parliamentary Christmas recess could be extended, and declared 
that if no concession had been made by then he would advise the 
king to proceed to war.' 

But the Spanish position was so poor that really all that remained 
to be found was a face-saving formula. With Masserano cut off from 
St. James's it was Frances who carried the latest Spanish plan to 
North, who for his part had promised that if it were acceptable 
Harris would immediately be redirected. After some discussion and 
a little alteration it was accepted and Rochford instructed Harris to 
return to Madrid. The order was antedated to I8 January to save 
Spanish honour. The eventual declaration, made on 22 January, 
ignored Captain Hunt's menace and was moderate in reserving to a 
later date any discussion of whose was the prior right to the islands, 
a reservation Rochford did not acknowledge when he accepted the 
declaration. North's secret agreement did in effect amount to conced- 
ing Spanish sovereignty over the Falkland Islands. But by I770 the 
Falkland Islands were not greatly valued, as had been made apparent 
in I768 by the Chatham government's offer to abandon Port Egmont 
in exchange for a Spanish agreement to pay the ransom contracted 
for at the fall of Manila. What had been reserved from that offer was 
the navigation of the 'Atlantic and South Seas', and because North's 
agreement was secret it did not affect British freedom to operate in 
the South Atlantic and Pacific. On the contrary that freedom was 

I. G III, nos. 876, 895, Rochford to George III, 3 and I 7 Jan.; and no. 896, George III 
to Lord North. SP 78/282, fo. 5, Rochford to Harcourt, 7 Jan. J. Goebel op. cit. p. 35 1 . 
And see The Annual Register for I77I, p, 45. 
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72 THE FALKLAND ISLANDS CRISIS OF I 770 January 

clearly implied in the Spanish declaration which amounted to an 
admission that the Family Compact could not dispute British sea 
power.' 

On 23 January the Admiralty was still preparing to send warnings 
to Cadiz, Gibraltar and Minorca,2 but next day Rochford was' able 
to permit the secretary at war to grant leave to officers and stop 
recruitment of invalids. A few days later all military recruitment was 
stopped. On 22 February Rochford informed the secretary at war 
that: 

The late Difference with the Court of Spain being happily accommodated 
I am to signify to your Lordship the King's Pleasure, that His Majesty's 
Land forces both Cavalry and Infantry be immediately reduced to the 
Peace Establishment.3 

Although no reduction was made in the naval armament until after 
the formal agreement had been made, the crisis was passed. On 24 

January the Admiralty Board received advice of the denouement 
with Spain from Hillsborough who asked that the commanders-in- 
chief of the foreign stations be notified. And on the z6th Howe was 
given leave to resign his Mediterranean command.4 

The exchange of declarations was not the end of the issue as the 
Spanish government attempted to obtain a formal agreement to 
abandon the Falkland Islands even before they had restored them. And 
they maintained their armament, hoping to force British agreement. 
But Rochford and North were adamant: no step could be taken 
which appeared to make the secret agreement instrumental in the 
exaction of the Spanish submission. They would only discuss 
eventual abandonment after the nations had disarmed and after Port 
Egmont was restored. The Spanish attempt to apply pressure was 
rendered futile by the common knowledge that France would not 
fight. Eventually Grimaldi realized that there was no alternative to 
trusting King George's honour. 

Consequently it was agreed, on a proposal of Rochford's, that the 
three powers disarm simultaneously.5 He announced at the same 
time that the British peace establishment would be raised from i 6,ooo 
to 25,000 men, an increase the Bourbons were welcome to match. 
At the same time steps were taken to restore Port Egmont to its 
condition before io June 1770. A small squadron was despatched 
under the command of Captain Stott which arrived at Port Egmont 
on 13 September I77I, where a Spanish officer had arrived in time 

I. SP 94/I 86, Rochford to Harris, i8 Jan.; and The Annual Register for 1771, p. 238. 

2. ADM 2/96, p. 394, Admiralty to Adm. Bockle, 23 Jan. 
3. WO i/68o, pp. 97, ioi and 113, Rochford to Secretary at War, 24 and 26 Jan. 

and 22 Feb.; and p. I05 to Lord Barrington, 31 Jan. 
4. ADM 3/78, fo. I07. 
5. SP 94/I86, Rochford to Harris. See Rochford-Harris correspondence, 7 and 23 

Apr. 177I . 
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to return officially the fort and captured stores. On I6 September 
Stott 

landed followed by a party of Marines and was received by the Spanish 
officer, who formally restored [to him] the possession, on which [Captain 
Stott] caused His Majesty's colours to be hoisted and the marines to fire 
three volleys.' 

Port Egmont was garrisoned with great hardship for several years 
but was not much used. In February I772, distressed by the cost of 
maintaining it as it was, the government reduced the garrison to 
fifty men. There was no attempt to make the fort defensible, but 
only to retain a mark of possession.2 The reduction was reported to 
the Spanish government.3 Eventually the fort was left without even 
a warship guard, a small prefabricated shallop being assembled at 
the island to take its place.4 In I773 it was finally decided to abandon 
the colony altogether and Lord North justified the step to the 
uninterested Commons on the grounds of economy. The Duc 
d'Aiguillon who had succeeded in attaining Choiseul's position 
nearly prevented the move by insisting that Britain had promised 
the abandonment, a statement which had to be denied.5 But fortun- 
ately not even his unpolitic action was able to prolong the affair. 

Samuel Johnson's principal motive, when writing his Thoughts on 
the Late Transactions respecting Falkland's Islands, was profound dis- 
agreement with war per se, heightened by the pettiness of the 
immediate objectives. He did not consider the establishment of Port 
Egmont as a base from which to carry British commerce against 
Spanish will into the Pacific, and to the ports of South America, a 
just or necessary national objective. Consequently when he revised 
his text in I776 he did not quarrel with the decision to abandon the 
British post. But he had no doubt that the North government had 
obtained what was necessary for British security, and did not dispute 
that what was obtained was the result of British strength. He set 
himself to demonstrate that the country would not have benefited 
by exacting further demands which, if they did not immediately 
provoke war, could only have built up a dangerous fear of British 
power throughout Europe. 

I. SP 94/I88, Admiralty to Rochford, ii Dec. I77I. See: ADM 2/I332, fo. I87, I9 
Mar.; ADM 21372, p. 292. I Mar.; ADM I/4129, no. I3, I5 Oct.; ADM 2/97, p. 256, 
i6 Oct. I77I; and ADM 21324, I5 Feb. I772. 

2. SP 94/1i89, Admiraltv-Rochford correspondence, 24, 29 Feb.; ADM 21372, p. 327, 
Admiralty to Rochford, 26 Feb. I772. 

3. SP 94/I89, Rochford to Grantham, 6 Mar. I772. 

4. ADM 2/98, p. 6o, Admiralty to Lt. Gordon, i Sep.; p. I00, to Commissioners for 
Victualling, 7 Oct.; p. I43, to Captain Barr, I3 Nov.; and p. I44, to Lt. Gordon, I3 
Nov. I772.- 

5. See: SP 78/283, fo. 30I, Rochford to Blanqui6re, 27 Dec. I77I. SP 78/284, fo. 5, 
Blanquiere to Rochford, I Jan. I772. SP 78/290, fos. 78, 86, I2I, Rochford-St. Paul 
Correspondence, io, I9 Nov., and I Dec. I773. And SP 78/29i, fo. I07, Rochford to 
Stormont, 25 Feb. I774. 
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The Spaniards by yielding Falkland's Island, have admitted a precedent 
of what they think encroachment; have suffered a breach to be made in the 
outworks of their empire; and notwithstanding the reserve of prior right 
have suffered a dangerous exception to the prescriptious tenure of their 
American territories. 

Such is the loss of Spain; let us now compute the profit of Britain. We 
have, by obtaining a disavowal of Bucarelli's expedition, and a restitution 
of our settlement, maintained the honour of the crown, and the super- 
iority of our influence. Beyond this what have we acquired? What, but a 
bleak and gloomy solitude, an island thrown aside from human use, 
stormy in winter, and barren in summer; an island which not the southern 
savages have dignified with habitation; where a garrison must be kept in 
a state that contemplates with envy the exiles of Siberia; of which the 
expense will be perpetual, and the use only occasional.... 

This is the country of which we have now possession, and which a 
numerous party pretends to wish that we had murdered thousands for the 
titular sovereignty.' 

It is certainly true that the immediate issue was hardly worth a war. 
The reward for defending British interests would have been greater 
in I768 when the Grafton government failed to prevent the French 
annexation of Corsica. But the Grafton government had failed to 
exert itself in I768, and in I770 the North government had been 
faced with a deteriorating situation not of its own making. In the 
circumstances they had coped adequately with the demanding task 
of using force to support diplomacy. 

The crisis had given the British every reason to believe that their 
navy remained adequate to defend their maritime interests and to 
perpetuate the settlement of the Peace of Paris, although the early 
manoeuvres in the Mediterranean had demonstrated the limitations 
of sea power. But unfortunately neither the diplomatic nor the 
military outcome allowed for a reduction in international tension. 
In October I77I d'Aiguillon told Blanquiere, the secretary of the 
British embassy in Paris, that the Spaniards 

have been constantly reproaching me ever since with having suffered the 
critical moment to escape, when Your navy was in a rotten condition, and 
that You would have been an easy prey - that we are now suffering you 
to prepare and arm and that in a couple of years, it would be too late.2 

But, although Spain was in a position to be hyper-critical of her ally, 
it is more reasonable to speculate, with Junius, that it was Britain 
which had missed the opportune moment to crush the Bourbon 
revival by defeating an isolated Spain before the American revolt 
reduced Britain's strength.3 Pre-emptive war was no part of North's 
policy, but the settlement of the dispute did not delay Bourbon 

i. Samuel Johnson, p. 40. See J. P. Hardy [editor], The Political Writings of Dr. 
Johnson (I968), Notes p. 76 Line 24 f. 

2. SP 78/283, fo. I83, 25 Oct- I77I- 

3. The Letters of Junius, ii. 5 I, letter 42, 30 Jan. I77I. 
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preparations for revanche, and British concessions did no more than 
defer the outbreak of hostilities. All that had been achieved was the 
re-establishment of the credibility of British sea power. The British 
triumph had been a holding operation, and the respite it gave was 
to prove very short-lived. Britiah naval preparations had to be 
continued at a redoubled rate because of the evident hostility of the 
Bourbons and the weakness in the system revealed by mobilization. 
And the North government was forced to continue its use of naval 
forces to deter Bourbon attack on British sea power. In I 772 Edmund 
Burke described the situation as 'an armed peace. We have peace and 
no peace, war and no war. We are in a state to which the ingenuity 
of our ministry has yet found no apt name.'1 

Port Maitland, Nova Scotia NICHOLAS TRACY 

i. The Speeches of the Rt. Hon. Edmund Burke (London, i8i6), i. I38, 2 Dec. I772. 
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