
 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Admirals at Thames Lawn, Marlow 

 

by 

 

HUGH GRICE 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Revised June 2006 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 The Admirals at Thames Lawn, Marlow. 

 

In the first half of the 19th century two Admirals were associated with the house called Thames 

Bank, later called Thames Lawn, that stood at the end of St Peter’s Street in Marlow until it 

suffered a disastrous fire in 1992 and was demolished.  Each man was a national hero having had 

command of a ship that took part in the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, and each married a daughter 

of Thomas Somers Cocks (1737-1796), a London banker.  One was James Nicoll Morris and the 

other William Hargood.  

James Morris joined the Navy as a midshipman at the age of 12 in 1775.  It was not 

unusual in those days for a boy so young to enter the service, but it generally needed a senior 

officer to sponsor his admission to the officer class;  in this case it was his father who, as Captain 

of HMS Bristol, took James on board in the capacity of Captain’s Servant and Quarterdeck 

Youngster ; and that was not the only sponsorship he enjoyed as he was the godson of wealthy 

James Gladell Vernon who was related to Admiral Edward Vernon and became private secretary 

to William Pitt. 

Quite what James expected from the Navy was probably a glamorous and exciting future 

as Britain was becoming deeply engaged in protecting her interests in North America where 

colonists were fighting for their independence, and the Navy was active across the northern seas 

wherever it could most usefully be deployed.  What he may not have anticipated however was 

that within a year he would be part of a disastrous naval engagement with tragic personal 

consequences. 

British land forces in Florida under the command of General Clinton had moved north, 

crossed the Savannah, and were seeking to confront the Americans at Charleston, North Carolina. 

 They were to be supported by further troops brought by sea in a naval squadron under the 

command of Commodore Sir Peter Parker, whose flag was raised on the Bristol.  The intention 

was to land the troops near Charleston and for the naval force to bombard the dominant fort on 

Sullivan’s Island which protected the town.  Unfortunately, the water in front of the fort was so 

shallow that Parker’s ships could not get close enough to attack it effectively and were exposed to 

severe retaliatory fire from the fort.  At one point the Bristol had her cables severed, resulting in 

the ship swinging round rearmost to the shore and receiving the concentrated fire of the defenders. 

After 13 hours of ineffective bombardment the Bristol withdrew having suffered 111 killed and 
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wounded, among them Captain Morris - to the great consternation no doubt of young James 

Morris. 

The story goes that Captain Morris received a severe wound to one hand but continued 

with his duties until his other arm was shot off and he was carried below with little hope of his 

recovery.  The Memoirs of Admiral De Saumarez - who at the time was one of the ship’s junior 

officers, and who returns to this story some 36 years later – state (Vol.1, p.28): 

‘ Captain Morris, after being carried below, lingered contrary to 

expectation, and hopes were formed that he would survive ; when, 

unfortunately, his attendant being overcome with sleep, it is supposed 

the captain’s bandages gave way, and, not having the strength to 

awake him, he was found in the morning bathed in his blood. His 

dissolution becoming inevitable, one of the officers asked him if he had 

any direction to give with respect to his family ; to which he replied 

“None! I leave them to the Providence of God, and the generosity of my 

country.” ’ 

 

In fact, King George III awarded a pension of £100 per annum to be settled on his widow. James 

was subsequently befriended by Admiral Barrington who gave him his lieutenant’s commission in 

1780, and it must have been to commemorate that distinction that his portrait in the uniform of a 

naval lieutenant was painted  (see below).  

In 1782, James was a lieutenant on HMS Namur, which was part of the fleet under 

Admiral George Rodney that defeated a French fleet carrying artillery and 5000 men intent on 

invasion of the West Indies. Shortly after that event he was given his own command and began to 

build a reputation in the Pluto and then the Boston frigate for energetic aggression.  By 1795 he 

was actively employed in the Channel and on the coasts of Spain and Portugal where he captured 

various privateers, but in 1798 he suffered an unfortunate disaster.  For some six months he had 

been in command of HMS Lively when on 12 April his ship was wrecked at Rota Point, Cadiz.   

It may be supposed that his instructions were to blockade the port of Cadiz by maintaining station 

close to the shore and that a storm drove the ship on to the rocks.  Interestingly, the inevitable 

court martial that enquired into the loss of the Lively completely cleared James Morris of any 

inefficiency or dereliction of duty, having taken into account that his duties required him to be 

where he was and that he had done all he could to save his ship (Appendix 1 ). 

  By 1799, James Morris, as Captain of HMS Phaeton, was given the honour of 

conveying Lord Elgin and his ambassadorial suite to Constantinople for the purpose of setting up 

an embassy and collaborating with the Turks for the recovery of Egypt from the French, though 

we have no reason to believe that James had anything to do with the subsequent transport of the 

so-called Elgin marbles from Athens to the British Museum.  One wonders how James Morris 

came to be chosen for the task, and the thought occurs that he may have exhibited a suitable 

degree of civility and social awareness besides his being an efficient sailor  It seems likely, 
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however, that James Morris preferred a more active role than ferrying goods and people from 

place to place, and that he had an eye for the profit that could be made from capturing enemy 

ships.  A sense of this may have reached Lord Nelson, under whose command he fell, for after 

James had discharged his Elgin commission he received a letter dated 17 November,1799, from 

Nelson in Palermo, where Sir William and Emma Hamilton had fled on leaving Naples : 

‘Dear Sir, 

By General Acton's note I have hopes of getting you practique.  As my wish is 

to be, on every account, useful to you, both for honour and profit, my 

intention is to get you out of the Mediterranean and give Captain Blackwood 

to be with you and only wish you may meet four of the best frigates out of 

Spain.  In going down the Mediterranean, you must land two Turkish officers 

at Tunis and Algiers, but probably the service will not keep you two days 

longer on your passage to Gibraltar and you will be there as soon as the 

Penelope, who calls at Mahon for a foreyard.  But as I hope to get you 

practique, I will tell you more of our intentions.  In the meantime, believe me 

your sincere humble servant, 

     Bronte Nelson. 

We long to have the Turks on shore to give them a dinner.  Remember me to 

them if you can make them understand.’        

 (Naval Miscellany, Vol.1, p.413) 

 

 Despite Nelson’s intention, James Morris remained in the Mediterranean during most of 

the year 1800.  In the Spring he was employed on the coast of Genoa in conjunction with the 

Austrian army under General d’Ott ; and when the French burnt their magazines at Alassio in 

May he seized 20 corn vessels together with a depot of arms and galled the enemy’s rear for 

several miles as they retreated to Port Maurice.  Similarly, in October that year the Phaeton 

captured a Spanish ship at Fuengirola near Malaga.   By May 1801, however, the Phaeton was on 

blockade duties off Galicia and captured 2 Spanish boats in the port of Marin near Pontevedra.   

Early in 1802 Captain Morris arrived at Portsmouth with despatches from Lord Keith, 

Commander-in-Chief of the Mediterranean, and hostilities against France and Spain shortly ceased 

following the Treaty of Amiens.  The domestic scene must then have presented a more attractive 

outlook for the unmarried 39 year-old for he began to court Margaretta Cocks.  How he came to 

know her is not recorded in their respective family histories, but it is noteworthy that his 

godfather, James Gladell Vernon, married Margaretta’s sister, Catharine, at St Margaret’s, 

Westminster, in February 1802 and perhaps James Morris was a guest at the wedding.  For a man 

of action, time was of the essence and the couple were married on 25 October, similarly at St 

Margaret’s, the ceremony being conducted by Margaretta’s uncle, the Rev. Philip Yorke, 

Prebendary of  Ely. 
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Lieut. (later Vice-Admiral Sir, KCB) James Nicoll Morris (1763-1830), aged 17, 1780. 

Of Thames Bank, Marlow. Captain of HMS Colossus, Trafalgar 1805 
 

 

 
Margaretta Sarah (née Cocks) (1776-1842), married James Morris in 1802.  c.1815 
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Peace with France was short-lived as war broke out again in 1803. James Morris was then 

given an appointment at Harwich where he was responsible for the Sea Fencibles between the 

Blackwater and the Stour, these being a naval land force intended to repel any invasion by the 

French.  The appointment was probably welcomed by his wife as preferable to command of a ship 

that would take him overseas, but for James Morris it must have been a curious change of 

occupation, though not necessarily unwelcome in the circumstances.  Before the year was out, 

however, he was appointed to command HMS Leopard before moving to HMS Colossus, a new 

three-decker carrying 74 guns and a crew of about 600 men. 

A main function of the Royal Navy at this time was to blockade the ports of France and 

Spain, partly to prevent their navies supporting an invasion and partly to prevent supplies from 

reaching the enemy. For James Morris this meant spending most of 1804 stationed off Cadiz 

before returning to Plymouth for a refit, but when news reached England that a French Squadron 

had escaped from Toulon he hurriedly returned to sea, and by January 1805 he was blockading the 

ports of France as part of a Squadron under Rear Admiral Sir Thomas Graves , to whom he wrote 

on 23 January to say how he was discharging his responsibilities (Appendix 2).   In May 1805 he 

wrote from off Ushant, near Brest, to Thomas Cocks, his brother-in-law : 

‘We joined the Fleet yesterday morning, and found Sir Jno. Orde and 

Squadron had also joined but does not bring any particular account of 

the Toulon Squadron further than they saw it off Cadiz, therefore there 

is still doubt if it went in there or if it has been joined by Spaniards or 

what is become of it. ...........................Sir Jno. Orde’s has been the 

Golden Squadron : they say he will make much above £100,000, they 

have got the cash and I think it is likely we foreigners shall be sent to do 

the work they have left as they are short of water, in which service I 

hope we shall join Lord Nelson................All I want is a fair chance with 

the others of Prize Money and to get on shore handsomely after this 

campaign if I should see it out............. 

   (History of the Cocks Family – the banking branch) 

 

 

 

By August the combined French and Spanish fleets were assembled in Cadiz and the 

Colossus was one of 4 ships stationed off the port to keep watch.   When Nelson arrived on 28  

September in the Victory he withdrew the assembled British Fleet some 50 miles out to sea  and 

waited for a signal that the enemy was emerging from port.  In the morning of 20 October Nelson 

received that information, and he recorded that at 3pm the Colossus made the signal that the 

Combined Fleet was at sea. 
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It will now be appropriate to bring William Hargood into the story.  As he was about the 

same age as Morris, and had also been a midshipman on the Bristol, the two became good friends 

although their careers followed different channels in the next few years.  Most significant for 

Hargood was his appointment as a Lieutenant on the Pegasus which was under the command of 

Prince William, who became the Duke of Clarence and later King William IV.  The two served 

together on the same ships for some five years and a life-long friendship developed between them. 

 Somerset recalls a story (p.41) of the Prince on board the Pegasus when stationed off 

Newfoundland in 1786: “These gloomy surroundings proved no impediment to the riotous 

celebrations of his twenty-first birthday..........Officers and men became as gloriously drunk as the 

Prince himself, and he was hoisted on the shoulders of the sailors to be paraded violently from 

one end of the ship to the other”.  That, presumably, was within Hargood’s experience, as was the 

Prince’s energetic pursuit of female companions, some decidedly less than respectable, during the 

period when the ship was stationed in the West Indies.  It was following his dismissal of First 

Lieutenant Schomberg for insubordination that Prince William wrote on 20 May 1787 to his 

father, King George III, as follows: 

"I must mention Lieutenant Hargood, the Second Officer, who ever since I have 

commanded the Pegasus has acted in the most officer-like and respectful manner.  Those 

officers, like Hargood, who know the discipline and rules of the service, and are with 

Captains that expect every officer and man to do his duty, serve with zeal as they are 

certain of support in their Commander.  The ship is now as she ought to be : I order and I 

am obeyed.  Hargood in short does right : I am satisfied : the other officers, such as 

Master, Surgeon, Purser and Marine Officer have always behaved with respect and 

propriety."    

 (The Later Correspondence of George III by A. Aspinall, Vol.1, No. 363) 

From 1790 Hargood held his own command, and by 1805 he was Captain of the Belleisle, another 

major ship of 74 guns in Admiral Nelson’s fleet. 

 

The Battle of Trafalgar 

There can be little doubt that the Battle of Trafalgar was the crowning achievement in the 

naval careers of Captain James Nicoll Morris of the Colossus and of Captain William Hargood of 

the Belleisle, who were not yet the brothers-in-law they were to become.  They were both highly 

experienced sailors, each with command over a ship-of-the-line and part of the fleet that had been 

searching over many months for the French. 

On 20 October 1805, the combined French and Spanish fleets of 35 ships under the overall 

command of Admiral Villeneuve sailed from Cadiz and Nelson finalised his battle plan for 

attacking a more numerous force.  This was to cut through the line of enemy ships and then 

engage them individually, doing as much damage as possible at the centre and rear of the line 

before the lead enemy ships could return to join the fray. 

The next day  visual contact was made.  The British ships approached in 2 lines.  Nelson 
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in the Victory led the northerly division of 13 ships.  About a mile to the south, Admiral 

Collingwood, second in command of the fleet in the Royal Sovereign, led the lee division of 14 

ships, he being followed closely by Hargood in the Belleisle and by Morris in the Colossus. 

Because of the angle of approach by the English ships, few of their armaments 

(predominantly broadside) could be brought to bear until the last moment, whereas the French and 

Spanish ships had the ability to defend themselves most effectively. Also as a result of wind and 

course, it was the Royal Sovereign that was the first of all the English ships to open fire as she 

passed behind the Santa Anna - some 10 minutes before the Victory could get engaged - and it 

was the Belleisle that followed closely behind the Royal Sovereign.   One of the officers on the 

Belleisle described the scene (Bennett, p.175 et seq) as follows:- 

“At a quarter before twelve, seven or eight of the enemy’s ships opened their fire upon the 

Royal Sovereign and Belleisle, and as we were steering directly for them we could only 

remain passive, and perseveringly approach the post we were to occupy.......This was a 

trying moment.  Captain Hargood had taken his station at the forepart of the quarterdeck, 

on the starboard side.....whence he issued his orders for the men to lie down at their 

quarters, and with the utmost coolness directed the ship. The silence on board.....was 

broken only by (his) strong voice...’Steady!’ or ‘Starboard a little!’, and occasionally by 

an officer calling to the now impatient men, ‘Lie down there, you sir!’.” 

 

The impact on the Belleisle was considerable, and more than 50 were killed or wounded before 

she fired a shot, seeing which the First Lieutenant asked Captain Hargood whether it might not be 

better to turn broadside and fire, if only to cover the ship in smoke. 

 

“The gallant man’s reply was......emphatic: ‘No; we are ordered to go through the line, 

and go we shall!’  This state of things had lasted about twenty minutes, and it required the 

tact of the more experienced officers to keep up the spirits of those round them, by 

repeating ‘We shall soon begin our work’.....until our energies were joyfully called into 

play by the command, ‘Stand to your guns!’    On that the Master earnestly addressed the 

Captain: ‘Shall we go through, sir?’ ‘Go through by ----- !’ was the energetic 

reply........We were soon passing slowly through the line, and our fire was opened on a 

ship on each side.....” 

 

As the Belleisle followed the Royal Sovereign through the line she engaged the Santa Anna to 

port and the Fougueux to starboard, becoming locked by rigging to the latter for about an hour 

while they fired broadsides at one another at point blank range.  When Hargood’s ship, 

extensively damaged, drifted away she was hampered in engaging other ships by a fallen mizzen 

mast.  Her most pertinacious attacker then became the French Neptune.  The narrative continued: 

“About two o’clock (our) mainmast fell over the larboard side, and half an hour 

afterwards the foremast fell over the starboard bow.  Thus was the Belleisle a total wreck, 

without the means of returning the fire of the enemy except from the very few guns still 

unencumbered by the wreck of the masts and rigging.  Every exertion continued to be 

made for presenting the best resistance, and offering the greatest annoyance to the enemy. 

 Guns were run out from the stern ports on each deck, and all that intelligence could 

suggest and discipline effect was done.  Our loss, though, was then becoming severe.  The 
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First and Junior Lieutenants had both been mortally wounded.....early in the action.  

About the same time the Captain was knocked down and severely bruised by a splinter, but 

he refused to leave the deck.” 

 

Hargood was badly bruised from throat to waist, and of this incident another member of the 

Belleisle’s crew wrote: 

 

 “The splinter-netting was cut away and knocked Hargood down and entangled him in the 

meshes.  On getting clear, half stunned.....by the blow, he called out: “Let ‘em come on; 

I’ll be  d----d if I’ll strike (surrender).  No, never - to nobody whatever.” 

 

Describing their position, the Belleisle’s story continued: 

 

“At half-past two our foremast was shot away close to the deck.  In this unmanageable 

state we were but seldom capable of annoying our antagonists, while they had the power 

of choosing their distance, and every shot from them did considerable execution.  We had 

suffered severely, and those on the poop were now ordered to assist at the quarterdeck 

guns, where we continued till the action ceased.  Until half-past three we remained in this 

harassing position.  The only means at all in our power of bringing our battery towards 

the enemy was to use the sweeps out of the gunroom ports.  To these we had recourse, but 

without effect....and we lay a mere hulk, covered in wreck and rolling with the swell. 

 

“At this hour a two-decker ship was seen, apparently steering towards us.  It can easily be 

imagined with what anxiety every eye turned towards this formidable object, which would 

either relieve us from our unwelcome neighbours or render our situation desperate.....and 

it is impossible to express our emotion as an alteration of the stranger’s course displayed 

the White Ensign to our sight.  The Swiftsure, an English 74, came looming through the 

smoke...... passed our stern..... and boldly steered for.... the French Neptune which had so 

long annoyed us.” 

 

One of the lieutenants of the English Swiftsure noted that, despite being an immovable log, the 

Belleisle kept up a smart fire upon the enemy whenever it was possible to bring a gun to bear.  

The Belleisle was virtually a total wreck, but before she was taken in tow by the Naiad around 

five in the evening, Hargood had the satisfaction of taking possession of the Spanish Argonauta. 

 

For his part, Morris was similarly heavily engaged.  Clowes (Vol.5, page 154) summarised 

the part played by the Colossus: 

“The Colossus, as she neared the enemy, made as if to pass astern of the French Swiftsure 

(to be distinguished from the English Swiftsure in the same action).  The Frenchman, to 

avoid being raked, bore up; and the Colossus ran past her starboard side, and presently 

found herself locked broadside to broadside with Argonaute, which lay to leeward.  

Captain Morris’ starboard battery had nearly silenced the Frenchman’s port one within 

10 minutes, and the Argonaute seemed ready to strike, when the ships drifted apart.  As 

the Frenchman paid off however she was well raked by her antagonist which, during the 

whole period, had been steadily engaged also, not only with the French Swiftsure which 

lay on her port quarter, but also with the Bahama, which lay nearly on her port beam. 

Just before 3 pm the French Swiftsure, which by that time had forged so far ahead as to 

shut out the fire of the Bahama, and as to receive the full broadside of the Colossus, 

dropped astern, practically beaten, and once more exposed the Bahama.   The Colossus 

quickly obliged the latter to surrender.  In the meanwhile the French Swiftsure made a last 
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effort, endeavouring to bear up under the Colossus’s stern; but Morris wore very 

smartly, escaped most of the fire that had been intended to rake him, and delivered his 

starboard broadside.  Almost simultaneously, the Orion poured another broadside into the 

Frenchman, whereupon the Swiftsure signified that she submitted.  Both she and the 

Bahama were taken possession of  by the Colossus, which had the distinction of having 

suffered more heavily in killed and wounded combined than any other British ship.” 

 

In fact, the Colossus lost 40 killed and 160 wounded in the action, virtually one-third of 

the ship’s complement.  Captain Morris was himself severely wounded in the knee by one of the 

last salvoes from the Argonaute and was obliged to apply a tourniquet to his thigh to stop the 

bleeding, but he refused to leave the deck.  One explanation of this high level of casualties is that 

at the point where the Colossus cut through the line the Combined Fleet had effectively formed a 

second and third line which had been obscured by smoke and she became surrounded by resolute 

defenders.  The point was made by an officer on the Conqueror who observed: 

‘In the rear the line was in some places trebled; and this particularly 

happened where the Colossus was, who, after passing the stern of the French 

Swiftsure, and after luffing up under the lee of the Bahama, supposing herself 

to leeward of the enemy’s line unexpectedly ran alongside of the French 

Achille under cover of the smoke.  The Colossus was then placed between the 

Achille and the Bahama, being on board of the latter; and was also exposed to 

the fire of the Swiftsure’s guns.  All these positions I believe to have been 

merely accidental; and to accident alone I attribute the concave circle of the 

fleet, or crescent line of battle.’ 

     (Warwick, p.190) 

 

 

By the time the action had ended and Sir Edward Berry in the Agamemnon had taken the 

Colossus in tow, Morris was so weak from loss of blood that he was taken below.  Despite his 

condition, James was able to write a brief letter to Margaretta : 

‘ You will hear we had a fight yesterday.  I am thank God doing very well 

altho’ wounded in the thigh a little above the knee which makes me keep 

my bed and being at best a bad scribe of it, make a bad hand of it.  The 

Colossus thank God has played its part but we suffered greatly.  

Thistlethwayte (viz. a midshipman : Margaretta’s nephew) has had a 

musket ball in his arm but doing well.  My next shall be longer.  Look out 

for a cottage, after our repairs at Gibraltar I think I must come home.  I 

have a French and Spanish Captain on board in my cabin (viz. Capt. C.E. 

L’Hospitalier- Villemaldrin of the Swiftsure, and the successor to Capt. 

Don Dionisio Galiano of the Bahama who was killed) and am satisfied 

with myself and very happy remembering my duty to all.  Lord Nelson is 

killed, such the report.  It has been a most determined victory.  I have no 

fever and little pain. ‘ 

    (History of the Cocks Family) 
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A Scene at Trafalgar by Richard Henry Nibbs. 

 

  

   Swiftsure         Bahama              Colossus            Argonaute 
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It was some days after 6 November when news of the victory reached London that the 

letter was received by Margaretta who, although reportedly greatly agitated by it, bore up with 

much fortitude.  James spent some time in hospital at Gibraltar but was able to write again saying 

that he did not think he would lose his leg.  It was not until early December when Margaretta was 

staying in Brighton that she heard James had arrived in Portsmouth ;   whereupon she apparently 

rushed off in a Chaise and Four to see him. 

Although 17 enemy ships were captured at Trafalgar on 21 October, 14 of these were lost 

in the storm that blew up in the evening, either sinking or being wrecked on the shore.  James 

Morris was lucky, however, as both ships that surrendered to him - the French Swiftsure which 

had suffered 250 casualties and the Spanish Bahama 441 casualties - survived as prizes and were 

adopted as ships of the Royal Navy.  The expectation of financial reward may therefore explain 

why James proposed house-hunting when writing to Margaretta.  In fact, all the captains of British 

ships at Trafalgar received the same amount : nine hundred and three pounds three pence ; 

ordinary seamen received one pound seventeen shillings and eight pence, though Frederick 

Thistlethwayte did not claim his share (ADM 238/10) 

William Hargood was less fortunate as the Spanish Argonauta (as distinct from the French 

Argonaute with which Morris was engaged in the same action) which surrendered  to the 

Belleisle, was later scuttled. However, on returning to England he did receive a letter from the 

Duke of Clarence who was no longer on active service in the Navy: 

‘Bushy House, Friday Night 

 

I congratulate you from the bottom of my heart that at last you have had the 

opportunity of convincing your brother officers of those merits which I have long known 

you to possess.  Everybody that had the honour and glory of sharing in the action speak 

and write in the highest terms of the Belleisle and her gallant commander.  To me it is a 

matter of great satisfaction that my old shipmate is so well thought of.  I hope to see you, 

that we may converse over the action, and that I may be the master of the subject.  

Besides, I must consider you as a child of my own, and we are to celebrate the victory 

here, which I have not yet done till you can be present.  I wish another brave fellow could 

have witnessed our rejoicings, but he is gone.  I mean my friend Nelson.  You well know 

my attachment and friendship for him, and you may therefore easily conceive what I must 

have felt, at the moment of the most brilliant victory, to lose my friend covered with glory 

and entitled to the first honours of a grateful country.  I did not think it was possible, but 

for one of my dearest relations, to have felt what I have and what I do still, for Nelson.   I 

shall now conclude as I trust to see you shortly; but I must request you will let me know 

the day, that we may arrange your reception.  You cannot refuse the pleasure to several 

young ladies and gentlemen, who talk of nothing else but the brave Captain Hargood. 

Adieu! and ever believe me, dear Hargood, your most sincerely, 

William.’ 

 ( Fitzgerald, Vol.1, p.119.) 

 

Clearly Morris was not completely disabled by his injury for he remained in command of 
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the Colossus as part of the Rochefort Squadron under Rear Admiral R.J. Strachan until 1808.  

In that year when the Squadron was blockading French and Spanish ports in the Bay of Biscay it 

suffered considerably from prolonged storms, made worse by the failure of supply ships from 

England to replenish food stocks on board. Despite these privations and as a semi-invalid, he 

survived and was able to undertake other appointments before his promotion to Rear-Admiral in 

1811, in which year tradition has it that he and his wife took up residence at Thames Bank in 

Marlow.  

 

 

 

 

Thames Bank  c.1805 

 

The date is of particular interest from another point of view.  The naval service record of 

Admiral Morris indicates (Marshall, p.488) that he was third in command of the Baltic fleet in the 

latter part of the war with France, and Admiralty records further show (PRO: ADM 9 /1/ page 74) 

that his flag was then hoisted on HMS Vigo from 16 January 1812 to 1 June 1813, which happens 

to coincide almost exactly with the period when Robert Hammond of Marlow (see “The 

Hammonds of Western House”, p.50) entered the Navy and joined the Vigo as a midshipman 

(Volunteer 1st Class) at the age of 14.  The coincidence deserves an explanation. 

What we know is that Robert Hammond’s father, Jonathan, was in the marines in his 

youth and was wounded in some action around 1784, after which he went to university, took Holy 

Orders, and married in 1794.  As Jonathan Hammond was born in 1767 and James Morris in 

1763, it seems quite possible that they came to know each other in actions in the West Indies in 

1782 and later.  They may have kept in touch with one another, or they may have renewed their 

acquaintance when Admiral Morris became Colonel of the Harwich Division of Royal Marines 



 14 

for a year to August 1811, just at a time when the Rev. Jonathan Hammond would be thinking 

about a career for his second son.  The proposition is that as a result of such familiarity James 

Morris arranged for Robert Hammond to join his flagship and sponsored his introduction to the 

Navy.  As mentioned earlier, this was in fact the way that Morris had entered the Navy. 

 

The Baltic Period 

 For some little period before 1812 the Commander in Chief of British naval forces in the 

Baltic had been Admiral De Saumarez  i.e. he of the attack on Sullivan’s Island at Charleston in 

1776 when James Morris was a midshipman on the Bristol.  England was now at war with France 

and Denmark, and Saumarez was adopting a pacific attitude towards Russia and Sweden who 

nominally were also allies of France but whose independence was being threatened by 

Napoleon’s expansionist policies eastwards.  Because of severe food shortages, Britain was 

importing grain from Russia with the navy providing an escort service for the convoys of 

merchantmen that had  to negotiate the narrow channels of the Danish Great Belt and Sound.  In 

the Spring of 1812, Saumarez’s force had been increased to 10 battleships, and he was assisted by 

Rear Admirals Byam Martin and James Morris, of whom it was said in Memoirs of Saumarez that 

‘ two officers better qualified to support his plans could not have been found.’ 

 Morris arrived in the Vigo at Wingo near Gotenburg on 18 April and proceeded through 

the Belt to his nominal base in Hano Bay off the Swedish coast.  His instructions were to keep up 

the appearance of hostility without committing any positive act should the Swedish fleet emerge 

from Carslcrona nearby ; to provide an escort for the convoys ; and to prevent Napoleon’s troops 

being sent across the Belt to menace Sweden into compliance.  Martin in the Aboukir with a naval 

squadron was deputed to protect Riga in Latvia, a principal port of exports to Britain.  Saumarez 

meanwhile remained at Wingo in the Victory.  

 While both Martin and Morris duly exercised their responsibilities in the weeks that 

followed, it appears that they found some small time for relaxation together for, in a letter dated 

17 June to his brother in London, Martin said : 

 

‘ Yesterday I had Admiral Morris and a party of ten to dine with me, and in the 

evening a play was got up which for neatness, good scenery, excellence of 

dresses and good acting was never surpassed at Portsmouth or Plymouth.  One 

or two of the characters, particularly Wingle in the Bee-hive, would have been 

applauded at Covent Garden...............I am ashamed to think of the expense the 

officers and midshipmen must have been at in buying up the best part of the 

stock of the Deal Theatre.’ 

     (Letters of Sir T. Byam Martin, Vol.2, p.188) 

We know from his family records that Robert Hammond was artistic and painted pictures, so it is 

quite possible that he was one of the midshipmen taking part. 

War between France and Russia broke out on 22 June 1812 when Napoleon’s army of at 
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least 500,000 men, including Austrians, Prussians, Swiss, Poles, Italians, Belgians, and 

Dutchmen crossed the Niemen and invaded Russia.  Weeks later England signed a treaty of peace 

with Sweden and Russia.  Throughout the summer Danish gunboats continued to harry English 

shipping though there is no evidence that the Vigo was engaged in any vigorous action besides 

her escorting duties and acting as controller of supporting brigs and sloops.  Her log makes clear 

that the crew of the Vigo, which would have included Robert Hammond, spent much time 

supplying other warships with food, water and other necessities – bullocks were slaughtered on 

board ; water was dispensed ; and wood was collected by working parties on land, from which  

several men deserted, though some were subsequently found and punished severely. 

As Napoleon’s army moved towards Riga, Martin wrote on 11 July to Morris at Hano, 

saying: 

‘I beg to acquaint you that the merchant vessels at this port are loading with 

the greatest expedition, and that vast quantities of grain, hemp, flax, masts 

and iron will still remain after all the ships are gone ; and as the division 

under Marshal Macdonald have not made any forward movements towards 

Riga for several days, an opinion prevails that the place is not likely to be 

invested for some time, if at all.  I have thought it right to mention this 

circumstance in case you should be applied to for information as to the safety 

of the trade in proceeding to this port.  My opinion is that empty vessels would 

do well to hasten here for cargoes, and may do so without risk, but it would be 

hazardous and unwise to bring colonial or British produce at the moment 

when the merchants are so alarmed as to be shipping off such produce for 

Petersburg.’ 

   (Letters of Sir T. Byam Martin, Vol.2, p.219) 

 

By the end of August, Napoleon’s army had reached Borodino in its approach to Moscow, 

and Martin intended to change station by positioning the Aboukir off Danzig to obstruct French 

supply lines.  It seems that Martin had sought help in some form as Morris replied from Hano  on 

29 August as follows: 

‘ It is with really distressed feelings that I acquaint you that I have not in my 

power to offer you the smallest share of assistance.  A report transmitted by 

Vice-Admiral Murray of the enemy’s intention of sending 200 vessels by the 

canal of Kiel with ordnance stores of all kinds for Zealand has caused the 

Commander-in-Chief (viz. Saumarez) to order the Orion and every ship 

within my reach into the Belt to prevent supplies from reaching that island, 

and the Earnest is the only vessel with me, nor do I expect any to arrive.  

The Devastation sailed the 26th for Riga to join you.’  

                                                         (Letters of Sir T. Byam Martin, Vol.2, p.273) 

 

 The year 1812 ended with a number of disasters for the English fleet and it was fortunate 

that the Vigo with James Morris and Robert Hammond on board escaped unscathed.  A convoy of 

120 merchantmen left Hano on 9 November accompanied by warships, and on 18 December the 

fleet left Gotenburg in three divisions for England : the Victory, Dreadnought, Vigo, and Orion 
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formed the first and reached England safely ; the St. George and Defence in the second were 

lost a little beyond Skagen with only 6 men saved out of 850 from the former, and 12 from the 

latter ; the Hero accompanied the merchantmen in the third but was also lost.  How many 

merchantmen reached England safely is not recorded. 

 

Meanwhile, Hargood too had been elevated to the rank of Rear-Admiral in 1810 and had  

been courting Margaretta’s younger sister, Maria, whom he married in the following year.   We 

can well imagine that henceforth there would be frequent contact between the sisters, actively 

encouraged by their respective husbands who would use the occasions to spin a yarn or two ;  the 

picture below may even represent such an occasion with the sisters conversing and their husbands 

walking along the tow-path under the trees.. 

 

 

 

In the New Year’s Honours List gazetted on 2 January 1815, both Rear-Admiral James Nicoll 

Morris and his brother-in-law, Rear-Admiral William Hargood, became Knights Commander of 

the Order of the Bath.   

 

 

Days of Peace 

Little is known about how Sir James and Lady Morris spent the remainder of their lives at 

Thames Bank, other than that he received promotion to Vice-Admiral in 1819, and the assumption 
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must be that it was in semi-retirement and relative tranquillity. If the letter that Lady Morris 

wrote to her brother in 1817 is anything to go by (Appendix 3), the social round was probably all 

consuming, but there is an event on the record (Allen, p.220 et seq.) that may have given them 

some unusual excitement. 

As was well known, the Duke of Clarence was a rumbustious character with manners 

more associated with life at sea than at court, although he was a generous and convivial host.  It 

could therefore have been in some trepidation that the Morris’ anticipated a visit to their home by 

the Duke accompanied by Admiral Sir William Hargood, and very probably by Maria Hargood 

who was taking the opportunity to see her sister.  The story goes that at some point, possibly after 

a prolonged and largely liquid lunch at Thames Bank to celebrate the reunion,  the Duke and 

Hargood ventured out on the Thames in a rowing boat, and the antics of the Duke threatened to 

destabilise the boat to such an extent that he had to be restrained.  Had that not been successful, 

and with the proximity of the weir, the course of English history could have been very different. 

That is as maybe, and all that can be assumed further about the period is that before his 

death at Thames Bank in 1830 at the age of 66, Admiral Sir James Nicoll Morris welcomed the 

prospect of a new bridge at Marlow which would shift the traffic somewhat further away from his 

home and make it yet more peaceful.  Lady Margaretta Morris erected a plaque in the church: 

 

 

‘ Sacred to the memory of Vice-Admiral Sir James Nicoll Morris KCB who 

departed this life at his residence, Thames Bank, Great Marlow, the 15th April 

1830 aged 66 years.  He was a sincere Christian in his belief and practice both 

being alike distinguished by a simplicity and singleness of heart; for which he 

was remarkable.  His beneficence was of the sort which is rather felt than seen, 

he was a firm and zealous friend and in his various relations of life most 

exemplary : whilst his strict sense of honour in the discharge of his several 

duties rendered him universally respected, esteemed and regretted.  He married 

in 1802 Margaretta Sarah, daughter of Thomas Somers Cocks Esq., who erects 

this tablet to record his worth and her submissive but unfeigned grief.’ 

 

 

  Also in the church are the hatchments bearing the arms of Sir James and of Lady Morris, 

as illustrated overleaf. 
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Vice-Admiral Sir James Nicoll Morris, K.C.B. 

Two shields. Dexter, within the Order of the Bath, Sable a lion passant argent between in chief 

two scaling ladders and in a base scimitar in bend argent hilted or (Morris).  Sinister, within an 

ornamental wreath, as dexter, impaling, Qly, 1st and 4th, Sable a chevron between three stags’ 

heads couped argent (Cocks), 2nd, Vert a fess dancetty ermine (Somers), 3rd, Or on a bend azure 

three pheons or (Thistlethwayte) 

Crest : A demi-lion rampant argent crowned or holding a standard of St George. Mantling ; Gules 

and argent. 

Motto : Resurgam 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Lady Margaretta Sarah Morris (née Cocks). widow 

Two shields. Arms for Vice-Admiral Morris.  All on a white lozenge on a black background. 

Motto : Persevere.  Cherub’s head above and skull below. 
 

 

 

As for Admiral Sir William and Lady Hargood who set up home in Bath, somewhat more 
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is known, mainly arising from his friendship with the Duke of Clarence. 

 When Queen Charlotte visited Bath for some days in 1817, she was accompanied by her 

son, the Duke of Clarence, who took every opportunity of making private visits to Sir William 

and Lady (née Maria Cocks) Hargood at their home in Queen Square.   

Again, when Hargood slipped on ice and broke his leg while walking in Bath, the Duke of 

Clarence wrote him a letter: 

“Bushy House, January 30, 1830 

“My dear friend and valued shipmate, 

Mrs Harper has just written to my unmarried daughter, mentioning that you 

have had the misfortune to break your leg; I must therefore write to enquire 

after you. This misfortune I have, thank God, not met with; but the dislocation of 

the shoulder, and the fracture of the arm, I am acquainted with, and are bad 

enough, but not by any means equal to your accident.   I am anxious to know 

how you are, and request Lady Hargood will answer this letter if it is at all 

inconvenient for you to write.  I hope you will soon recover, and ever believe me, 

Dear Hargood, 

   Yours truly,  William” 

 

 

When George IV died on 26 June 1830, the Duke of Clarence became William IV and   

Hargood was one of the first to be invited to meet him at St James’ Palace on 6 July.  On 23 

March 1831, Admiral Sir William Hargood was decorated with the Grand Cross of the 

Hanoverian Guelphic Order, a personal honour conferred by His Majesty.  

 

The Duchess of Kent and her daughter, Princess Victoria, the heir apparent, visited 

Plymouth while Admiral Hargood, by now in his 70s, was commandant of the naval 

establishment there between 1833 and 1836.  It was well known that William IV heartily disliked 

the Duchess and was determined to outlive her and prevent her becoming Regent on behalf of the 

Princess, of whom the King was nevertheless fond.  The yacht arriving with the Royal party 

suffered a mishap.  The Duchess and Princess later had breakfast with Admiral Sir William and 

Lady Hargood, and were sent on a cruise around Eddystone lighthouse.   
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Admiral Sir William Hargood GCB, GCH (1762-1839) of Bath.  c.1830 

Captain of HMS Belleisle, Trafalgar 1805. 

 

Maria (née Cocks) (1777-1844), married William Hargood in 1811.  c.1812 

 

There are grounds for thinking that a letter similar to the following may have been received 
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subsequently by Hargood:- 

Dear Bill, 

Heard about the to-do last week and thought a few lines might be 

appropriate, if only to offer sympathy.  Thought of you there, all dressed up in 

your best bib and tucker to do your stuff,  everything ship-shape, and then all 

hell breaking loose. 

When I gave my permission for the boat to be used I thought it would 

give the little girlie a treat; poor thing, she so misses her father, but I never 

guessed the crew would be so incompetent - wouldn’t have happened in our 

day, eh?  Couldn’t get into the harbour without a tow, they said, and then to use 

a tow-rope so long that it fouled and broke when going round the headland was 

bad enough, but to allow all and sundry to wallow around before hitting the 

hulk was unforgivable.  Mind you, your chap towing must have been a bit of a 

noddy not to anticipate difficulties on entering the tide-race, and I expect he 

heard from you accordingly. 

Not quite the grand arrival the you-know-who was expecting  

after all the gun salutes and bunting everywhere, to say nothing of the huge 

crowds on the quay expecting something a bit more dignified.  Must say, I had 

a bit of a giggle to think of the chaos.  The old boat, i.e. she of the timbers and 

not of the skirts, is a bit bashed up I gather, but what a good thing the mast got 

wedged and didn’t fall on anyone important. 

Liked the story of your young man who took the girlie to a safe place.  

Got his priorities right if you ask me and left her Mum to fend for herself, but 

I’m expecting a different account of things from her p.d.q. !  A little something 

for his pocket seems called for, but better not from me if you would be so kind. 

Never mind the papers, they probably enjoyed the spectacle and made 

the most of it, but I hear everyone was full of praise for your getting the party 

off the boat smartish and into your barge without further mishap.  Nothing like 

being on the spot and taking charge. I am grateful to you as always, and look 

forward to having a tincture or two with you at earliest. 

Incidentally, my good woman is off  to foreign parts for a while.  Nice 

if we could get together.  Remember how we enjoyed ourselves, you old rascal, 

when off-duty in warmer climes; but we were young then! 

(Unsigned) 

 

One understands that the Hargoods were liked and respected in Bath, and that Lady 

Hargood did much charitable work in the city.  Sir William died in 1839 at the age of 77 and was 

buried in Bath Abbey.  His portrait hangs in the Painted Hall, Greenwich. 

When the Census of Population was taken in 1841, Lady Margaretta Morris and Lady 

Maria Hargood, both childless widows, were to be found at Thames Bank in Marlow.  No doubt 

the sisters found comfort in one another’s company. 

 

 

-----     -----     -----     ----- 

 

Appendix 1 

Court Martial on the loss of HMS Lively. 

(Transcript of NA: PRO 30/17/6) 



 22 

 A Court Martial assembled on Board of His Majesty’s Ship Princess Royal off Cadiz the 

16th day of April 1798. 

Present 

Sir Jonathan Orde, Bart., Admiral of the White and third officer in the Command of His Majesty’s 

Ships and Vessels employed and to be employed in the Mediterranean etc., etc., etc. 

 

President 

Rear Admiral Thomas Lomax Fordrick 

Sir Robert Calder: First Captain to the Right Honourable Admiral the Earl of St. Vincent. 

 

Captains 

  Cuthbert Collingwood    Peter Aplin 

  Henry Savage     Sir James Saumarez 

  John Philip Purvis    George Murray 

  Thomas Trowbridge    Henry Estirre Darby 

  Thomas Louis     Alexander John Ball 

 

The Court in Pursuance of an Order from the Right Honourable the Earl of St. Vincent, Knight of 

the Bath, Admiral of the Blue, and Commander in Chief of His Majesty’s Ships and Vessels 

employed and to be employed in the Mediterranean, dated the 14th instant, and directed to the 

President, proceed to try Captain Morris the officers and ship’s company of His Majesty’s late 

ship the Lively for the loss of the said ship and having fully inquired into the circumstances as 

attending the same, the Court is of the opinion that embracing all circumstances attending the 

situation of the Lively and the peculiar nature of the service on which Captain Morris was 

employed, no blame is imputable to him, his officers and ship’s company for the loss of the said 

ship;  and they do therefore acquit them of all blame for the loss thereof accordingly, and the 

Court is further of the opinion that the exertions made by Captain Morris, his officers and ship’s 

company to get the ship off were highly commendable, which exertions not proving successful, it 

became absolutely necessary to set her on fire to prevent her and her stores from falling into the 

hands of the Enemy ; Service performed with great credit to Captain Morris, his officers and men; 

exposed as they were to the fire from the Batteries on Rota and a number of Gun Boats. 

            James Yeo       Signed by all the members 

 Deputy Judge Advocate. 

 

NOTES:    1.  The scribe may have made a mistake as it would make more sense if the headings  

‘Present’ and ‘President’ were interchanged.. 

2.  By 1805 Collingwood was an Admiral and second in command at Trafalgar. 

3.  By 1805 Louis was an Admiral. 

4.  By 1812 Saumarez was an Admiral in the Baltic. 

5.  It is not known why Morris’ duties were described as ‘peculiar’. 

 

Appendix 2 

Letter from Captain J.N.Morris to Rear Admiral Sir Thomas Graves 

       Colossus,  between Olonne and the Roches Bonnes, 

23 January 1805 
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Sir, 

Lieutenant Bourne, of the Felix, having reported to me last evening he had a good view of the 

anchorage where he saw the French squadron riding, and that there was not then any ship lying 

there, and only one which he could discover, and which he thinks not any larger than a frigate, 

lying above Aix Island, in part dismantled, and appeared to him to be on a careen, and he having 

no doubt of the correctness of his observations, I have judged it must be your wish – particularly 

as the weather makes it impossible to reconnoitre today, and will likewise prevent vessels coming 

out of Rochefort, from which I might obtain intelligence – for me to return to you without delay.  

Unsettled weather, extremely variable winds, and a heavy western swell – also mistaking a strong 

light shown the first part of Monday night from Olonne for the Whale light (which Lieutenant 

Bourne has informs me they show to deceive our ships when seen off ) – and our pilot in the 

morning likewise mistaking a tower on Olonne for Chassiron lighthouse (neither myself nor 

officers having been here before), we did not arrive off the Whale light till noon yesterday noon.  

The weather squally with light winds between them, we continued, while it kept to the northward 

of west, to steer with the studding sails set for the passage of Antioche till within 7 miles of 

Chassiron lighthouse, when the wind coming S.W. we hauled out on the larboard tack.  But its 

lightness not forcing the ship against the swell, the ship drifted towards the Whale Bank, opposite 

Ars, and the anchor was let go in 13 fathoms, which, holding well in smart squall a W.S.W., I was 

willing to weigh again till the wind might somewhat settle, it being moderate and flying about 

from S.S.E. to W.N.W.  But towards 7 o’clock, finding the ship drive with a breeze at W. by N., 

and whole cable out, I ordered the cable to be cut, and made sail under double reefed topsails.  In 

the evening, when it was clear, we could not from our mast-head see any ships’ masts in the 

direction of Isle d’Aix, which I think we might have done had there been any below it.  Your 

order to me, Sir, giving me reason to expect the enemy’s squadron had put back there, made me 

consider it improper to anchor within the passage, which I must have done had I not gone farther 

in, as the flood tide was running, and a swell that must make tacking doubtful. 

   I have the honour, etc., 

     J. N. Morris 

         (The Blockade of Brest, Vol. 2, p.166) 

 

 

 

NOTE 

 
A French squadron under Admiral Missiessy had broken the blockade of Rochefort under cover of a blizzard.  The 

length of Morris’ letter and the detail of the difficulties under which he was operating in the search for the squadron 

reflects the seriousness of the breach for which he was clearly not responsible.  It was later learned that the French 

had sailed for the West Indies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix 3 

Letter from Lady Margaretta Morris at Thames Bank, Marlow, to her brother 

 Thomas Somers Cocks (1781-1859) at Charing Cross 

 

My dear Thomas,         May 22nd 1817 
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 My hnd. wrote to you to ask you to pay £5 for him towards the Subscription for 

Lieutenant Wilkins yesterday which is the sum he still asks to give. The applications we have 

from Shipmates are great indeed and we endeavour to give where we think there is the greatest 

cost....... 

 We spent a pleasant day yesterday.  The Marlow Troop is out just now for Review in 

Wilton Park, Mr Dape having lent it for that purpose.  They have trained (?) Monday and Tuesday 

and reviewed yesterday and today, Sir Wm. Clayton Commander.  I know not the same but 

includes more than Marlow, Mr Thomas Wilkins commands that division or troop, his Quarters 

are at Sir G. Nugent’s.  Sir Wm. arrived after his Ball Tuesday evening which was given in 

honour of the late wedding, the Vansittarts and Frenes the rest of our party.  We shall ask some of 

them next as I wish Mr Nugent for our young friend. 

 Pray tell Mrs TSC Mrs Whateley has a daughter, she called here last week.  Miss 

Hamilton’s house will be let for £300 per annum if you know of anyone that would be a good 

neighbour, this includes all outgoings, but they prefer selling it.  I have sent an Account to the   

Th----s.   Does Mr Arche take possession of all Herbert property or is his son living ?  Did you 

see the marriage in the paper of Sir G. Grey’s second daughter to Mr Noel, it was once proposed 

he should marry her sister who could have been more suitable as his present wife is only sixteen.  

I suppose they were willing to take the advantage of the Special License to have the marriage at 

the Commissioners, they having made a bustle with respect to the near Churches. 

 Mrs Waddington has chosen a bad week for her visit but will probably stay longer, give all 

our Loves to her when you see her. 

 With every kind Love and good wish to you and Mrs TSC and Children in which my hnd. 

and Eliza beg to join. 

   Believe me, 

    Your Affectionate Sister, 

     M.S.Morris 

Sir William Hargood seems very attentive to Mr P. Yorke but was very sorry to learn the Waters 

did not agree with him and hopes he will soon return Home where he must be more Comfortable. 

 When you have paid your visit to Antony we depend on you for the autumn. 

 

 

Appendix 4 
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Plaque erected at Thames Lawn (Mill Road entrance), 2005. 
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