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THE  ROYAL  ARTILLERY  IN  THE  BLOCKADE  OF

VALETTA.    1798—1800.

By LIEUT.-COLONEL. M. E. S. LAWS, O.B.E., M.C. (late R.A.).

NOTE :—Authorities quoted are in the Public Record Office except when otherwise
stated.

The numbers in brackets after R.A. Officers’ names refer to Kane's List.

ON 9th June, 1798, a powerful French naval squadron escorting a fleet of
transports carrying General Napoleon Bonaparte and “The Army of the

Orient” arrived unexpectedly off Malta. Although the island, which was under the
sovereignty of the Order of St. John of Jerusalem, was at peace, Napoleon soon found
a pretext for invasion and accordingly landed his troops on the following day. After
some desultory skirmishing, a capitulation was signed on 12th June, 1798, and Malta
and its dependencies passed into the possession of the French Republic. On 18th June
Napoleon sailed for Egypt, leaving General Vaubois with a garrison of 3,053 infantry
and five companies of artillery.

During the few days he was in Malta Napoleon had completely reorganized the
civil administration and had taken effective steps to seize money and valuables. During
the following weeks the Maltese bitterly resented the arbitrary behaviour of the
invaders, and when on 29th August came news of the destruction of the French fleet
at the Battle of the Nile, the people were ripe for revolt. On 2nd September, 1798, a
small party of French troops was attacked by a Maltese mob and next day the garrison
of Notabile was wiped out. The revolt spread all over the island and General Vaubois
was closely blockaded in Valetta which, together with one fort on Gozo, alone
remained in French hands.

A Maltese National Assembly met at Notabile on 4th September and decided to
hoist Neapolitan colours and to appeal to King Ferdinand for food and arms. The
situation of the insurgents was desperate, for the island depended for food entirely on
imports from Sicily: moreover they had only a few muskets taken from the French and
were without trained soldiers. Napoleon had taken with him to Egypt all the fit
Maltese infantry soldiers who had previously served the Knights of St. John and had
formed all Maltese artillerymen into four companies which were shut up in Valetta,
as also were the unfit veterans. The only men remaining with any military training at
all were the disbanded militiamen of the Chasseurs de Malte. The blockade was in fact
established almost entirely by peasants armed mostly with pikes and commanded by
a lawyer. Valetta was considered the strongest fortress in Europe and was garrisoned
by 3,500 veteran troops aided by the crews of the 80-gun line of battle ship Guillaume
Tell and the 40-gun frigates La Justice and La Diane—survivors of the Battle of the
Nile.
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On 12th September, 1798, Lord Nelson heard of the Maltese revolt and dispatched
a small Portuguese squadron under the Marquis de Niza to blockade Valetta; these
ships took station oft the harbour on 19th. It should be noted that Lord Nelson was
at this time concerned only with the destruction of the French ships at Valetta and the
strategic value of Malta as a naval base does not seem to have been appreciated until
very much later. On 23rd September Captain Sir James Saumarez, with a squadron
escorting the French prizes from Aboukir to England, arrived off Malta and after
consultation with de Niza, summoned General Vaubois to surrender. The demand was
very naturally refused, but on 25th de Saumarez gave the Maltese a small supply of
arms and ammunition taken from the French prizes.1

On 24th October, 1798, Lord Nelson arrived off Valetta and found that the
Maltese, though desperately short of food, had invested the fortress completely by
land and had established entrenched posts near Fort Ricasoli, at Corradina, Samra,
Zabbar, Zeitun and opposite Fort Manoel with about twelve guns mounted. They had
no trained artillerymen and could not even tell the calibres of their guns. What was
even more important from Lord Nelson’s point of view was that they had no mortars
or shells and so could not drive the French ships to sea, although at Corradino they
overlooked the Grand Harbour. There was a great shortage of ammunition, especially
powder. General Vaubois again refused to surrender, but the castle of Gozo
capitulated to two British ships and yielded just over 200 French prisoners together
with some provisions and ammunition, which were handed over to the Maltese.

Before leaving the island for Naples, Lord Nelson supplied the Maltese with twenty
barrels of powder and left Captain Alexander Ball, R.N., with a small squadron to
carry on the blockade by sea. By a personal appeal to King Ferdinand of Naples Lord
Nelson obtained a promise of “mortars and artillery” for the islanders, and on 6th
December the Neapolitan frigates La Sirene and Aretuza arrived off Malta. Captain
Ball, reporting this arrival, was in great hope of soon seeing “shells thrown among the
French ships”, but he found that only two mortars had been sent instead of the eight
demanded, and these pieces were soon out of action. One or two Neapolitan officers
came with the guns, but no gunners.

This was the situation on 20th December, 1798, when a convoy arrived off Malta
which included the three bomb vessels Strombolo, Perseus and Bulldog. These
“bombs” were of about 320 tons and were normally armed each with a 13" and a 10"
sea mortar2 besides eight cannonades. Though regular ships of war, manned by the
Royal Navy, they had attached to them a small Party of Royal Artillerymen—usually
a subaltern, an N.C.O. and nine or ten gunners—for service of the two mortars. Each
“bomb” had a tender which carried reserve ammunition for the mortars and which
usually accommodated the gunners when the “bomb”  was on passage or was not
expected to need her mortars. These three “bombs” with their respective tenders
Severn, Aid and Confederacy had sailed from Spithead on 4th October. 1798, and
reached Gibraltar on 30th October, sailing again for Malta on 28th November.

Immediately on arrival, H.M.S. Strombolo3 was ordered into Marsa Scirocco
Bay to land her 13" and 10" mortars and a 68-pounder cannonade. This proved a
difficult task in bad weather and was not completed until 29th December; it
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was not until two days later that 46 shells for the 10" mortar together with 12
muskets, bayonets and cartridge boxes, 4 pistols, some three-inch rope and two
bushels of coal had been got ashore with the aid of the ship’s crew. With this meagre
equipment was landed on 29th December part of the R.A. detachment of H.M.S.
Strombolo, consisting of Lieut. J. Vivion4 (799) and Gunners William Crawford, John
Mullholland and William Willey. All belonged to Major George Bowater’s Company
of 1 Battalion R.A. (in 1938 2 (Sphinx) Heavy Battery R.A.), except Gunner
Crawford who belonged to Capt. and Brevet Lt.-Col. G. Wilson’s Company, 1
Battalion R.A. (disbanded in 1817 as Capt. J. P. Cockburn’s Coy., 1 Battn, R.A.).
These were the first British troops ever to serve ashore in Malta.

It is not quite clear how long it took to get the two mortars from H.M.S.
Strombolo into action. Capt. Ball, R.N., in a letter to Lord Nelson dated 26th
December, 1798, states that “the ten-inch mortar which we are getting from the
Strombolo bomb to put in the batteries will be ready for firing the 29th instant.
Whenever the weather will permit, I shall make the Perseus bomb try her sea mortar
off the town”. According to the Captain’s Log of H.M.S. Strombolo, the first mortar
ammunition was not landed till 27th December and the ship’s carpenter was engaged
ashore making the mortar platforms until 31st December. The French however
reported that up till 13th December there had been no more shells fired by the
besiegers of Valetta, but on 4th January, 1799, they reported that, shells fell on the
frigate La Justice. It is probable, therefore, that on that day Lieut. Vivion’s
detachment first went into action.

On 9th January, 1799, H.M.S. Perseus “being at anchor 22 fathoms S.E. end of
Malta S.W. by W. 2 miles, Town of Malta N.W. 4 miles “fired two shells at the city,
presumably to “try her sea mortar” in accordance with Capt. Ball’s order. Two days
later (11th January, 1799) her detachment of artillery was landed at Marsa Scirocco
to assist Lieut. Vivion’s small party. This detachment from H.M.S. Perseus under
Lieut. S. C. Cashell (838) was composed as under:—

Officer Corporal Gunners Unit Designation 1938

1

—

—

—

—

—

—

1

3

2

2

1

Capt. J. Burton’s Company
      4 Battalion R.A.

Capt E. Trelawney’s Company
      4 Battalion R.A.

Capt. G. Glasgow’s Company
      4 Battalion R.A.

Capt. B. Stehalin’s Company
      5 Battalion R.A.

}

}

}

}

Absorbed 1920 by 82 Bty. R.F.A. as
   156 Bty. R.F.A.

15 Heavy Bty. R.A.

Reduced 1819 but later reformed and
   was in 1938 19 Medium Bty. R.A.

17 Medium Bty. R.A.

1 1 8

This party was only employed for two days ashore, for on 13th January it
embarked on board H.M.S. Alexander, and four days later rejoined H.M.S. Perseus;
on 19th January the party was transferred to the Transport Aid, tender to H.M.S.
Perseus. Perseus and Aid were then detached against enemy shipping at Alexandria.
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Meanwhile H.M.S. Strombolo with the remainder of Lieut. Vivion’s detachment
still on board had been cruising off Malta, and on 25th January anchored at Syracuse
with her tender, Severn. Here she took on board 142 10-inch carcasses, 104 8-inch
shells, 152 18-pdr. carcasses, 150 10-inch shells, provisions and water. Two days later
H.M.S. Strombolo sailed, and on 29th January, 1799, anchored in St. Paul’s Bay,
Malta, where she landed five more artillerymen and all the ammunition. The
detachment R.A. ashore at Malta under Lieut. Vivion was then composed as
follows:—

Officer Corporal Gunners Unit Designation 1938

1

—

—

—

1

—

6

—

1

Capt. G. Bowater’s Company
      1 Battalion R.A.

Capt H. Shrapnel’s Company
      1 Battalion R.A.

Capt. G. Wilson’s Company
      1 Battalion R.A.

}

}

}

2 (Sphinx) Heavy Bty. R.A.

2 Field Bty. R.A.

Reduced in 1817 as Capt. J.B. Cock-
   burn’s Company 1 Battalion R.A.

1 1 7

Note.—Later 2 more gunners of Bowater’s Coy., 1 Bn. R.A. joined the detach-
ment in Malta from the tender Severn, thus completing the party. One
gunner died on 24th January, 1799.5

Very little information is available as to the doings of Lieut. Vivion’s gunners, who
were in fact the only trained soldiers on the island. Though the Maltese peasants
showed admirable courage in blockading Valetta, they were obviously unable to
assault a strong fortress held by experienced and resolute troops. The few British
gunners were almost certainly employed to man the 13" and 10" mortars from H.M.S.
Strombolo, the main object being to drive the French warships to sea or to disable
them. The two Neapolitan 9" mortars which had arrived in Malta on 6th December,
1798, were unserviceable, though as Capt. Ball caustically remarked, “If carriages and
shells could be sent for them they would be very useful”. However Vivion’s gunners
seem to have done reasonably well with their limited resources and the French
admitted that Le Guillaume Tell, La Justice and La Diane were all hit by shells
between 4th and 17th January, 1799. Eventually the French ships were moved so as
to be out of the field of fire of the mortars, which were apparently in action about
Tarxien or Zabbar, and on 9th February Capt. Ball reported to Lord Nelson that he
was “very well satisfied” with the artillery officer and his party. But by the end of
March two of this small party had died and three were “dangerously ill”. Though
Capt. Ball had landed two of H.M.S. Alexander’s 32-prs., he asked particularly for
another 13" mortar. He did not get this mortar till 13th September, 1799, when it was
sent by Lord Nelson in the Strombolo and landed at Marsa Scirocco.

By April of 1799 the situation of the Maltese was critical. Food was so
scarce that hundreds were on the brink of starvation and it became more and
more difficult to keep the ragged peasants at the outposts. Capt. Ball had been
appointed to command the Maltese forces at their special request, and it was
unquestionably due to his personality and energy that the islanders were
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enabled to maintain the blockade of Valetta. Despite frequent appeals to the King of
Naples, supplies were but grudgingly released for Malta and eventually the Navy went
to the length of seizing shiploads of corn in order to prevent wholesale starvation and
collapse. Fortunately the French were in no position to take advantage of the situation
and made no attempt at a sortie; their own food stocks were very low. There was
much sickness on the island and the harvest prospects were poor. To add to the
general depression, the Maltese heard in April of plans for handing the island over to
Russia, which proposal was most unfavourably received. The only encouraging event
was the arrival at Messina from Minorca of the 30th and 89th Regiments; it was felt
that their presence would guarantee the dispatch of food and munitions so long as the
British squadron maintained the blockade of Valetta.

It was at this critical moment that news reached Lord Nelson of the arrival in the
Mediterranean of the French fleet under Admiral Bruix. Escaping from Brest in thick
fog, this squadron of 19 ships of the Line passed through the Straits into the
Mediterranean on 5th May, its destination being thought to be Malta or Sicily. To
meet this threat Lord Nelson was forced to concentrate his scattered forces and
accordingly Capt. Ball and his ships were withdrawn from Malta on May 13th.
Though the blockade was resumed for a few days early in June, from 18th June till
17th July (when Capt. Ball returned) there were no British ships regularly on the
Station.

During this extremely critical period from 13th May till 17th July 1799, Lieut. J.
Vivion, R.A., found himself in command of the blockading forces. This was no small
responsibility for a subaltern of only 5 years’ service, especially since he had no
assistance beyond that provided by his few gunners; the Neapolitan officers on the
island were all sick. On 31st May, 1799, Lieut. Vivion wrote to Lord Nelson as
follows:—6

“MyLord,
Having been left on this island by Capt. Ball, I consider it my duty, and am

moreover urged by the Maltese chiefs, to represent to your Lordship that ever since
the departure of the British squadron the enemy have been complete masters of the
seas in this neighbourhood, and have not only blocked up our two ports of St. Paul’s
and Marsa Scirocco, but interrupted and carried into Valetta every boat and vessel
which has appeared in the offing. They have sent five or six speronaras armed, which
apparently have gone over to the coast of Sicily, and besides these, have two half
gaillies and two or three large launches, each carrying a gun, which cruise in the
daytime near the Island and at night close round the harbour’s mouth.

“I have been these ten days urging the Maltese to arm half a dozen speronaras and
send them out for the protection of their trade and to keep the enemy in check, which
they might easily do, as calms at present prevail which will prevent any of their
frigates from going out. I have at last, in some measure succeeded, and last night
dispatched three with orders to cruise in a line (in such manner as to be able to
support each other) about five leagues off, to board everything which approaches the
Island, and as they are commanded and manned by experienced corsairs, I have great
hopes they will be able to render themselves of great utility. I have written to the chief
at Gozo to urge their sending two more to join the above. I consider it also an
indispensable duty to state to your Lordship that the Maltese are almost destitute
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of gunpowder: at the beginning of the blockade they were very improvident of that
necessary article, and now have not above twenty barrels left in the whole Island.
They are also in great distress for flints, not having one in reserve to replace those at
present in their musquets. The inhabitants have been in the greatest despair ever since
Captain Ball left them: the appearance, however, of the Thalia frigate, which returned
off here for a day or two last week, afforded them a temporary relief, as they took it
for granted she was the forerunner of the remainder of the squadron, her departure
has again reduced them to their former despondency, but they flatter themselves that
when this distressed state is made known your Lordship will have the goodness to
send one vessel at least, which will be competent to keeping the enemy’s small
cruisers in port. I trust I shall be pardoned for the liberty I have taken, and have the
honour to remain, etc.

J. VIVION.”     
The situation in Malta continued to deteriorate as is shown by the following

extract from Lieut. Vivion’s second letter to Lord Nelson, dated “St. Antoine, Malta,
19th June, 1799”.

“The inhabitants of this Island are not yet aware of Captain Ball’s having left them,
nor shall they know it, so long as I can possibly prevent it. To the many enquiries that
are daily made after him, I reply that he is cruising with the Goliath some leagues to
the N.W. of Gozo. It is of some consequence that they should he kept in ignorance
of this event at present, as I am sorry to observe to your Lordship that they begin to
show a great indifference as to the event of this contest, the generality of the better
sort beginning to relax very much in their exertions, both in their persons and their
purses, for the general cause. Those even that are known to be people of property
conceal it, and they endeavour by every possible means to draw the little money that
remains in my possession from me, for so many different purposes, that were I not to
persist in refusing their reiterated demands the whole would very soon he exhausted,
and now that the troops have so long known what it is to be paid, it is not improbable
that the war would terminate with the money”.

The demoralization of the Maltese reached a crisis only five days later, which was
described in Vivion’s letter to Lord Nelson of 25th June.

“I am now under the painful necessity of stating for your Lordship’s information,
that the lower classes of Maltese are in a state of rebellion against their chiefs, whom
they all accuse of being Jacobins and friends of the French. Yesterday afternoon a
deputation of several hundreds came to me, and declared their independence of all
command from them, and that they will only acknowlege and obey the orders of
British officers. Some trivial events which I am bound to acknowledge had at first
very much the appearance of treachery has led to all this unpleasant affair, and I have
had very great difficulty in saving the lives of some of the chiefs, particularly the
Canon Caruana, who is entirely fallen from the high situation in which he was
considered by the army, and his life is as yet by no means in security.

“In order to tranquillize the minds of all classes, I have been under the
unpleasant necessity of receiving all the gunpowder and ammunition into the
palace I inhabit, under my own immediate charge. I have thought it expedient
on this occasion to despatch one of our armed speronaras with my letter to your
Lordship in charge of Lieut. Cardona of H.S. Majesty’s service, who is a very
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intelligent deserving young man and perfectly acquainted with every circumstance
relative to the internal state of this island, being a native of Malta. I feel myself in a
very new and embarrassing situation, but fortunately the natives are so much attached
to the English Government that I have hitherto in some measure succeeded in
pacifying them, even in their most intemperate conduct. I have not been without my
fears for the Island (during these unpleasant contentions) falling entirely into the hands
of the French again—though it is with great satisfaction that I can inform your
Lordship that our enemies have been, and are, in as bad a situation as ourselves, and
entirely ignorant, luckily for us, of what passes in the Island”.

This however was not the end of Vivion’s troubles, for on 1st July, 1799, he wrote
to Captain Ball as follows:—

“The evening before last, a circumstance occurred which put me to the necessity
of acting in such a decisive manner as will no doubt bring me a number of enemies,
but I am so confident that I not only acted for the general good and the tranquillity
of the Island, but that you would have done the same thing had you been present. On
Friday about three o’clock in the afternoon arrived in St. Paul’s Bay, in a speronara,
three of the Knights of Malta: two were Baillies, and the third a Commandant. They
were last from Messina, but originally from Trieste, the residence of the late Grand
Master: two of them were Germans, the other French. They were, however, all very
popular with the Maltese of the country, on which account they no doubt were sent.
One of them, Neyeu, had commanded the regiment of chasseurs in the country, speaks
Maltese perfectly well, and was particularly beloved by all classes. There are many of
these chasseurs in every one of the villages, and the report was no sooner spread of
his arrival, than the greatest joy was manifested by them, and all determining on going
to St. Paul’s Bay immediately to welcome his arrival. The opposite party likewise
began to make a stir. Parnis put them into the church, until he received orders from
me. They, however, told the Maltese about them ‘that they had brought them money,
and that a large quantity of provisions were to follow them’. The moment I heard
what was going forward, I sent an order to Parnis to ask them what was their
business, and that if they did not come in any public capacity with proper authority,
to take all their papers, give them provisions sufficient to carry them to Sicily, and
send them off. All this he complied with strictly. They said they were come for their
own interests, and were savage at being turned out of their own country, as they
called it. They were anchored off in the middle of the port all night, the wind being
foul, but they went off at daybreak in the morning. They had many letters, all of which
I have perused—numbers without signatures—all from the Knights, and written many
of them in very ambiguous terms, referring always to the bearers of them for
information. In one expression they all seemed to agree—‘that there were yet hopes’.
They likewise brought which I have in my possession, the ‘History of the Revolution
of Malta’ written by a Baillie in French—it is a vindication of the Grand Master and
Knights in general, throwing the odium on, and accusing as the authors of the
revolution, the French and Spanish Knights, in concert with the noblesse, bourgeois,
avocats and country people of Malta. I have not yet had time to read it through, but
have seen enough of it to perceive the object.
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“These people arrived also at the most unfortunate moment that could be, when
we were torn to pieces by a number of different parties, with all kinds of reports
tending to create a general alarm and distrust.

“In the morning of that day, upwards of one hundred and fifty persons came out
of La Valette, every one of them with an account that a counter revolution was to be
effected in the country by the partisans of the French, that it was to take place during
the great festival of St. Paul’s at Citta Vecchia the next day, that they were to begin
by destroying the English officer and all the Maltese chiefs, and at the first signal the
French were to make a sortie of seven or eight hundred to support them.

“Although this story was so absurd, you can form no idea of the alarm it caused,
as it appeared to combine the other reports that had been long about the country for
something decisive on that day, and this was the moment that these men chose, or
accident brought to this place.

“I have not a doubt but that you will sanction and approve of what I have done in
this business”.

Yet, beset as he was by the internal dissensions and misery of the Maltese, Vivion
realized that only by keeping the French in a state of constant alarm could he hope to
prevent their taking advantage of the weakness of the besiegers. During the last week
of June he wrote to Captain Ball: “We made three false attacks, which kept the
garrison on the ramparts all night, but we have not powder to go on. The last night
of the three we attacked the advanced guard of Fort Manoel, drove them in in such
haste that we took all their watch cloaks, the lanthorns in the guard room and
everything that was there”. To restore public confidence and to show how unfounded
were the rumours of the “counter revolution”, Vivion also attended the ceremonies
at Citta Veechia on St. Paul’s day, when he had to “receive all the honours in the
church, procession, etc., of Commandant”. As he noted in his letter, he was probably
“the first heretick that ever received these honours”.

By this time it had fortunately been ascertained that the French Brest fleet had
sought refuge in Toulon, and Lord Nelson detached a small squadron to resume the
naval blockade of Valetta. By 17th July Captain Ball was back in Malta, and, after
reviewing the situation, he wrote asking for British troops to he sent “with two 13"
mortars, a few battering cannon, powder, etc.” He considered the position to be so
serious that he landed the marines of H.M.S. Lion and H.M.S. Success (and later
some Portuguese marines) as a temporary measure to encourage the Maltese. Lord
Nelson then applied to General Fox at Minorca for troops and after some delay
Colonel Graham was ordered to move his two battalions from Messina and to take
charge of the land investment of Valetta while Captain Ball acted as Commander of
the Maltese.

On 6th December, 1799, the 30th Regiment embarked at Messina on H.M.S. Cul-
loden and 89th Regiment on H.M.S. Foudroyant, their strength being as follows:—

Officers. Sergeants. Rank & File. Women. Children.

30th Regt.7

89th Regt.7

                    Total

         32
         32
         —
         64
         —

        37
        28
        —
        65
        —

        409
        414
      ——
        823
      ——

    20
    42
    —
    62
    —

    15
    —
    —
    15
    —
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The troops were landed at St. Paul’s Bay on 10th December and were billeted in
Birchiraca and Nasciar; on the following day the 30th Regiment moved to Zeitun
leaving 89th Regt. in Birchiraca and Nasciar. Ten days later the Portuguese marines
were withdrawn from Malta and were replaced by marines of H.M.S. Culloden and
Northumberland.

On 28th November, H.M.S. Persons left Palermo to refit at Gibraltar and as her
R.A. detachment (including that of H.M.S. Bulldog) was therefore not required on
board, it was discharged into the transport New Providence on 27th November. On
1st December Lord Nelson wrote to General Graham “Two days ago I sent you
twenty-two fine English Artillerymen from the Perseus”, This detachment under Lieut.
S. Reynell (812) reached Malta, about 27th December, 1799, from which date it was
borne on the Muster Book of H.M.S. Culloden for rations until 20th June, 1800 and
thereafter until 12th September, l800 on the Muster Book of H.M.S. Northumberland.
The detachment was composed as follows:

Lieut. Sergt. Corp. Bdr. Gnrs. Unit. Designation 1938

      1

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

      1

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

  —

     1

  —

  —

  —

  —

  —

  —

  —

  —

      1

   —

      1

      6

      1

      2

      1

      2

      1

      1

Capt. R. King’s Company,
       1 Battalion R.A.

Capt. B. Stehelin’s Company,
        5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. P. Riou’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. F. M. Sproule’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. J. Burton’s Company,
       4 Battalion R.A.

Capt. H. Trelawne’s Company,
       4 Battalion R.A.

Capt. G. Cookson’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. H. Hutton’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. J. Miller’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Adjutant’s Detachment,
       4 Battalion R.A. 

}

}

}

}

}

}

}

}

}

}

3 Heavy Battery, R.A.

17 Medium Battery, R.A.

Reduced 4/12/1919 as 60
   Company, R.G.A.

1 Medium Battery, R.A.

Absorbed as 156 Battery, R.F.A.
   by 82 Battery, R.F. in 1820

15 Heavy Battery, R.A.

26 Medium Battery, R.A.

107 Field Battery, R.A.

27 Field Battery, R.A.

                    ———

     1    —       1      1     16

This party had left England early in October, 1798, on board the Bomb vessels
Perseus and Bulldog at the same time as H.M.S. Strombolo; it had been continuously
on board ship ever since, except for a few weeks on active service ashore near Naples
in the summer of 1799. The men were badly in need of new clothing, and as soon as
they reached Malta, Lieut. Vivion wrote officially to the C.R.A. Minorca asking for
new uniforms. As the detachments were regarded as part of their respective ships’
complements in the same way as were Royal Marines, they continued to draw naval
rations and were not stopped the usual sixpence a man a day in repayment. Even after
the arrival of this reinforcement of 18 N.C.Os. and men under Lieut. S. Reynell (812),
the total R.A. in Malta was only 2 Officers, 2 Corporals, 1 Bombardier and 23
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Gunners, representing no less than 13 different Companies. With this party arrived
Mrs. Walker, Mrs. Johnston and Mrs. McLaughlin, who were the first of the married
families to reach the island.

With the arrival of British troops the investment of Valetta was more strictly
enforced. Colonel (acting Brig.-General) Graham decided in the first place to make
his base at Marsa Scirocco, where he established an entrenched post. He quartered
the 30th Regiment at Zeitun to cover the battery at St. Roque and the village of
Zabbar; the 89th Regiment was at Gudia and Luca to protect the advanced posts
about Tarxien and the Borj battery in front of that village. The Royal Marines held the
battery at Samra and blocked the main road to Citta Veechia. Further westwards there
were no regular troops as it was considered that the French lacked the strength to
make a serious sortie without moving troops from Valetta and that such a movement
would he detected in good time to allow of British reinforcements being dispatched
to the threatened point. In general, the plan was to hold the advanced posts with
Maltese peasants, keeping the British regular troops concentrated in rear. H.Qs. which
had been in St. Antonio Palace were moved to a villa near Gudia. As there was no
British stall on the island, Lieut. Vivion was appointed A.Q.M.G. and ceased to do
duty with his detachment.

The artillery dispositions at this time were chiefly centred on the newly constructed
San Rocque, Borj, Corrodino and Jesuits Batteries. The 13" mortar from H.M.S.
Strombolo was at San Rocque and the 10" mortar and 68-pounder from the same ship
were at Borj, so that it is reasonable to suppose, that these were the chief posts
manned by Lieut. Vivion’s detachment. The total armament to be manned at this time
consisted of two 13" and two 10" mortars, one 68-pounder, eight 32-pounders,
twenty 18-pounders, nine 12-pounders and thirty field pieces used as postguns.

It was obvious that 2 officers and 27 other ranks were too few to man such an
armament properly. In December, 1799, Colonel Lindenthal had reported that a
further three officers and 50 artillerymen were required, and on 12th January, 1800,
Brig.-General Graham again applied to General Fox at Minorca for more gunners. A
company and a half of Neapolitan artillery reached Malta in January, 1800, followed
later by a battalion of infantry,8 but they were of little use, since the men were newly
raised and untrained. Lord Keith, who visited the island in February, 1800, wrote also
to General Fox to beg him to send three officers and thirty artillerymen, “what
engineers and artificers you can spare”, 20 guns, 6 or 8 howitzers, entrenching tools
(especially pickaxes), timber for platforms and tents.

General Fox was in no position to supply the reinforcements demanded.
Though in January, 1800, he had two companies R.A. in Minorca—Capt. D.
Gahan’s of 2 Bn. R.A. and Capt. H. Framlingham’s of 4 Bn. R.A.—with a
total establishment of 10 officers, there were actually only two R.A. officers
available for duty. Of the remainder 3 were “on command”, i.e. employed
away from their units, 2 were in Gibraltar, 2 were on leave and 1 was in
England. On 4th February however, General Fox stated in reply to Brig.-
General Graham that he was sending 2 R.A. officers and a Surgeon’s Mate, an
artificer of the Royal Sappers and Miners and some medical stores in a
Transport which would sail from Port Mahon under escort of H.M.S. Vincejo,
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These two ships sailed from Minorca on 8th February and arrived at Marsa Scirocco
ten days later. Capt. W. Gordon, R.N., reached Malta on 25th February by H.M.S.
Perseus, having left Gibraltar on 30th January. There is no real evidence that the two
R.A. officers referred to by General Fox were actually sent to Malta: they were not
shown in H.M.S. Vincejo’s Muster Book, but they may have taken passage on the
transport. Lieut. Alexander Dickson (844) of Capt. Framlingham’s Company 4 Bn.
R.A. is shown in the May, 1800 Muster Roll as serving in Malta, but there is no
evidence to show when he arrived or whether he was accompanied by another officer.

On 18th February, 1800, the British blockading squadron intercepted five French
ships from Toulon carrying troops and supplies for Valetta. The battleship Généreux
and the armed store ships were driven off before they could reach the port. In view
of the failure of this attempted relief and since the British batteries round Valetta were
by that time able to sweep the Grand Harbour, General Vaubois, on the night of 29/30
March, dispatched his only remaining battleship, the Guillaume Tell, to try to escape
to a French port. The ship was however detected by the British batteries which
engaged her as she left the harbour, and by firing signal rockets alarmed the
blockading squadron. After a long and gallant running fight with H.M.S. Penelope,
Vincejo, Lion and Foudroyant, the Guillaume Tell was forced to strike her colours.
On 5th April, 1800, the following detachment R.A. embarked at Gibraltar on board
the Transport Wakefield and landed at Marsa Scirocco on 3rd May:—

Officers Sergts. Bdrs. Gnrs. Unit. Designation 1938

   —

      1

   —

   —

   —

   —

   —

      1

   —

   —

   —

   —

     1

     1

  —

  —

  —

  —

      3

      4

      4

      9

      4

      3

Capt. R. King’s Company,
       1 Battalion R.A.

Capt. J. Boag’s Company,
       2 Battalion R.A.

Capt. M. Neville’s Company,
       2 Battalion R.A.

Capt. H. Framlingham’s Company,
       4 Battalion R.A.

Capt. D. Wood’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. F. M. Sproule’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

}

}

}

}

}

}

3 Heavy Battery, R.A.

16 Medium Battery, R.A.

6 Heavy Battery, R.A.

14 Heavy Battery, R.A.

26 Medium Battery, R.A.

1 Medium Battery, R.A.

     1    —      1     16

The officers of the party were Captain and Brevet Lieut.-Colonel J. Boag (512),
Lieut. T. A. Brandreth (990) of Major F. M. Sproule’s Company, 5 Battalion R.A.
and Lieut. D. Story (992) of Captain M. Wood’s Company, 5 Battalion R.A. The
detachment of Captain H. Framlingham’s Company, 4 Battalion R.A. had been left
behind at Gibraltar when the unit moved to Minorca in October, 1798. Thus, this
reinforcement for Malta was made up of parties from each of the five Companies R.A.
then at Gibraltar.

The siege of Valetta was obviously nearing its end, for it was known that
the French were desperately short of food. Unfortunately, the small French
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brig La Marguerite got into Valetta on 8th June from Toulon, and her cargo gave the
garrison a further three months rations on a very reduced scale. Some 2,000 Maltese
were driven out of the city by the French in order to save food, but Brig.-Gen.
Graham refused to accept further parties of refugees. A desultory bombardment was
maintained by the British batteries, chiefly with the object of keeping the garrison alert
and to interrupt rest, and on 22nd June a mortar shell destroyed a magazine full of
ammunition, of which the French were known to be short.

On 6th June, 1800, General Sir Ralph Abercrombie arrived at Gibraltar from
England in H.M.S. Seahorse, having been appointed to command the troops in the
Mediterranean. The value of Malta as a naval base had at last been realized in
England, and especially so in view of the projected operations in the Mediterranean,
and for this reason a decision had been taken to reinforce the besiegers of Valetta. On
8th June therefore the following detachment of R.A. under the command of Major F.
M. Sproule embarked at Gibraltar on H.M.S. Seahorse.

Officers Sergts. Corps. Bdrs. Gnrs. Drumrs Unit. Designation 1938

      2

   —

      1

   —

      2

      2

   —

   —

      1

      1

   —

   —

      1

      2

      2

     2

     1

  —

    1

     1

    54

   —

     1

   —

   31

      1

      1

   —

   —

   —

Capt. J. Boag’s Company,
       2 Battalion R.A.

Capt. R. King’s Company,
       1 Battalion R.A.

Capt. F. M. Sproule’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. D. Wood’s Company,
       5 Battalion R.A.

Capt. M. Neville’s Company,
       2 Battalion R.A.

}

}

}

}

}

16 Medium Bty, R.A.

3 Heavy Bty, R.A.

1 Medium Bty, R.A.

28 Medium Bty, R.A.

6 Heavy Bty, R.A.

     5       4       5      5    86       2

The five officers of the detachment were Brevet Major F. M. Sproule (543) of the
5th Battalion R.A., Capt.-Lieut. T. Charleton (672) of Capt. J. Boag’s Coy., 2 Bn.
R.A., Lieut. T. S. Hughes (892) of Capt. J. Boag’s Coy., 2 Bn. R.A., Lieut. T.
Gamble (885) of Capt. C. Neville’s Coy., 2 Bn. R.A., Second Lieut. S. J. Rawlinson
(1041) of Capt. C. Neville’s Coy., 2 Bn. R.A.

It should be noted that this detachment of 107 all ranks was made up of Capt. J.
Boag’s Company 2 Bn. and some details. Most of the remainder of Capt. Boag’s
Company had already gone to Malta in April, leaving 1 Subaltern, 1 Sergeant, 3
Corporals, 2 Bombardiers, 12 Gunners and 1 Drummer at Gibraltar and having 1
Subaltern, 1 Corporal, 1 Bombardier, 4 Gunners and 2 Drummers in England. Major
F. M. Sproule’s Company, 5 Bn. R.A. did not embark but remained at Gibraltar.9

H.M.S. Seahorse reached Port Mahon on 22nd June. Here Sir Ralph
Abercrombie arranged for the despatch of reinforcements to Malta and embarked
5,000 men for the assistance of the Austrians who were besieging Genoa. But
on reaching Leghorn on 1st July, he heard of the Austrian defeat at Marengo
and of their retreat from Genoa; he therefore ordered his troops back to Minorca
but himself proceeded in H.M.S. Seahorse with H.M.S. Charon in company to
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Malta. On arrival in St. Paul’s Bay, Malta, on 17th July, Major Sproule’s detachment
of R.A. was transferred from the latter ship at Marsa Scirocco on 19th July, 1800.
Capt. J. Boag’s Coy., 2n Bn. B.A. was therefore the first R.A. unit to serve in Malta;
it was stationed at Zeitun.

Meanwhile at Port Mahon, Minorca, on 24th June, H.M.S. Stately embarked a
small R.A. detachment together with part of 1 Bn., 35th Regiment (1 Bn. Royal
Sussex Regiment). In company with H.M.S. Niger (carrying the rest of 1 Bn. 35th
Regiment), H.M.S. Stately reached Malta on 4th July And landed the troops in St.
Paul’s Bay. The R.A. detachment was composed as under:—

Corporals Gunners Unit Designation 1938

          2

        —

           14

           16

Capt. D. Gahan’s Company,
       2 Battalion R.A.

Capt. Framlingham’s Company,
       4 Battalion R.A.

}

}

4 Heavy Battery, R.A.

14 Heavy Battery, R.A.

          2            30

H.M.S. Stately also carried Major-General H. Pigot who relieved Brig.-General
Graham, of the command of the troops in Malta. Shortly afterwards the 48th
Regiment (1 Bn. The Northamptonshire Regt.) arrived at Malta from Leghorn.

With these reinforcements the investment of Malta from the land side was made
even more secure. With the additional artillerymen available, further batteries were
constructed so as to command the parts of the harbour in which the French caught
considerable quantities of fish. Deserters from the garrison gave warning that Vaubois
would soon be compelled to surrender through lack of food, and on the night of
24/25th August this information was confirmed by the attempted escape of the two
remaining French frigates from the Grand Harbour. St. Rocque Battery engaged the
enemy ships and so gave the alarm to the British ships. La Diane, having only a
skeleton crew, was captured by H.M.S. Success, but La Justice escaped to Toulon.
On 4th September, General Vaubois, who had refused a British demand for surrender
on 17th July, offered to capitulate, and on the following day the terms were agreed
upon and signed. The garrison was granted the honours of war and was sent to
Marseilles on undertaking not to serve again until regularly exchanged.

It is unnecessary to stress the important part played by Malta as a British naval
base since 1800. The credit for its capture from the French has usually been given in
varying proportions to the Maltese people and the Royal Navy, and the share taken
by the Royal Artillery has escaped notice. But it was precisely during those critical six
weeks when the blockading squadron was absent that Lieut. John Vivion, R.A., found
himself in command of the besiegers and at a time when the Maltese were disrupted
by internal strife, ill equipped, on the verge of starvation, decimated by disease and
exposed to strong temptation by enemy propaganda. It was a task which might well
have proved too much for a young subaltern of some five years’ service,10 and the
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fact that the threatened collapse of the Maltese revolt against the French was averted
and that the blockade was maintained under such conditions is a tribute to his courage
and determination.”

NOTES.

1. 1,062 muskets, 18,740 musket ball cartridges, 142 bayonets, 4,284 cartridge
boxes, 1,060 musket flints and a few minor stores. These were virtually the
only weapons the Maltese had at that time.

2. Sea Service mortars were much heavier than the corresponding mortars designed
for Land Service and ranged further.

3. In many contemporary official documents this ship’s name is given as
“Stromboli”, but her own Log and Muster Book show it as “Strombolo”.

4. Lieut. J. Vivion was transferred from Captain G. Bowater’s Company,
1 Battalion to Captain J. Lemoine’s Company, 1 Battalion about September,
1799. (Muster Rolls. W.O. 10/363.)

5. The name of one Gunner of the R.A. detachment shown in H.M.S. Strombolo’s
Muster Book does not agree with any of those shown in the R.A. Muster Rolls
as forming Vivion’s party. The numbers agree however. The discrepancy is
possibly due to the clerical error on the part of the clerk who kept the
Strombolo’s Muster Book.

6. It is probable that Lieut. Vivion was the only R.A. subaltern ever to correspond
direct on official matters with the C.-in-C. Mediterranean Fleet! [British
Museum: Add MSS. 34940.]

7. The 30th and 89th Regiments are to-day respectively 1 Bn. The East Lancashire
Regiment and Royal Irish Fusiliers.

8. The Neapolitan infantry were quartered in Birchireara to support the Maltese
posts opposite Fort Manoel and Fort Tigné.

9. In his “History of the Royal Regiment of Artillery” (2nd Edition), Vol. 1, Page
408, and Vol. II, Page 108, Major F. Duncan states that Major Sproule’s
Company, 5th Battalion R.A. embarked at Gibraltar and fought in Egypt in 1801.
The Muster Rolls of this Company (W.O. 10/407) clearly show however that the
Company remained at Gibraltar and did not go to Egypt. Duncan evidently
assumed that because Major Sproule, with 4 officers and 109 men—numbers
which suggest a complete Company R.A.—embarked at Gibraltar, that this was
Sproule’s Company. In fact it was Boag’s Company plus drafts from 4 other
Companies. Obviously Duncan did not consult the Muster Rolls. This is a good
example of the utter unreliability of Duncan’s “History of the R.A.”

10. Lieut. J. Vivion was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant on 1st Jan., 1794 and
was posted to Captain C. Terrot’s Company, 1 Bn. R.A. (in 1938, 101 Field
Battery, R.A.) at Brighton. He was promoted to Lieutenant on 14th August,
1794, and on 9th September, 1794 was appointed to the Cadet Company (i.e.,
The Shop) where he remained till October, 1797. He was then posted to Captain
G. Bowater’s Company, 1 Bn. R.A. (in 1938, 2 Heavy Battery, R.A.). He did not
actually serve with this Company, which was at Brentwood, but was detached
for duty on board Bomb Vessels. In September, 1799, he was transferred to
Captain J. Lemoine’s Company, 1 Bn. R.A. (disbanded 1817). It will
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be seen therefore that, prior to his arrival at Malta, Lieutenant Vivion had seen
no active service and had but little experience of regimental duty.

11. The subsequent career of John Vivion is of interest. He was promoted Captain-
Lieutenant on 3rd December, 1800, and at about the same time was appointed
Inspector of Maltese Troops; in this latter capacity he raised, trained and
commanded two (later, three) Companies of Maltese Coast Artillery, which may
be regarded as the forerunners of the Royal Malta Artillery. Vivion was
promoted Captain on 6th December, 1803, and on 1st April, 1804, assumed
command of Captain B. W. Adye’s Company, 2 Battalion R.A. (in 1938, 5 Field
Battery, R.A.) at Malta. He served with this Company in Malta till 1815 when
on 3rd July he was promoted Major in the R.A. having been gazetted Brevet
Major on 1st January, 1812. He retired on 24th July, 1823, and died in October,
1832, but it is not known where he was buried and no memorial can be traced.
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