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Noel Mostert, The Line upon a Wind: The Great War at Sea, 1793—1815. New York: Nor-
ton, 2008. Pp. xxv, 774. ISBN 978—0-393—06653—1.

Review by Martin Robson, King’s College London (mrobson.jscsc@defenceacademy.mod.uk)

Having read a number of positive reviews of this book before being asked to give my own opinion, I was
rather looking forward to the task. Not only does it deal with my own particular subject area, namely the
conflict at sea during the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars; as a recent, accessible, single-
volume (albeit lengthy) history, it promised much.

A good place to start any review is with the author’s background and here I immediately encoun-
tered problems, for Mostert must crave anonymity. His publishers provide only cursory details: he is
Canadian, lives in Tangiers, and has written two previous books." A little further research reveals that
he was born in South Africa, is a former defense correspondent for the Montreal Star, and was once dis-
qualified for a Pulitzer Prize (for Supership) because of his Canadian citizenship. And that is about it.

Writing from this non-academic background, Mostert aimed to produce an engaging, mainstream
book, and such The Line upon a Wind essentially is. Its main thesis is that the whole war at sea can be
boiled down to “duels’— a word Mostert uses often. The initial such duel is between the first hero of the
tale, Horatio Nelson, and his nemesis, Napoleon Bonaparte. The second occurs after 1805 between the
rising hero, the United States, and a global imperial power, Great Britain. This “duel” leitmotif gives the
work a degree of focus and cohesion and, quite naturally, will appeal to his targeted general audience.

After briefly outlining this thesis, Mostert devotes a hundred-odd pages to a serviceable overview of
naval warfare prior to 1793. While this might prove useful those new to the subject (or, as I suspect,
coming to the history of the period from naval fiction), the subject surveyed is far too broad to be cov-
ered in any depth. Mostert concentrates on the development of naval tactics and of the line of battle
alluded to in the title.

Two chapters dealing with ship construction and shipboard life lead into the body of the book—a
run-of-the-mill narrative of the war at sea between 1793 and 1815, presented in bite-size, rather dis-
jointed chapters, with little continuity and far too much jumping from subject to subject. Here Mostert
builds his theory that it was Nelson, adding his own touch of genius to naval doctrine, who brought in a
new form of naval warfare: close combat designed to defeat the enemy decisively. Nelson, of course, is at
the center of all the action and anyone who disagrees with him or stands in his way is dealt with by
Mostert in a perfunctory manner.

The metaphor of the duel between Nelson and Napoleon is somewhat forced. Certainly their stories
intertwine but, in searching for a hook to hang his work upon, Mostert pushes the Great Man theory
beyond credible limits. For him, things really get going in late 1793 at Toulon, where Bonaparte, the
young artillery officer, and Nelson, on HMS Agamemnon, first come up against each other:

For the onlooker gazing back across two centuries what taunts the imagination is that first circumstantial
bonding between two junior officers, the two captains, in that place and at that moment, the one on the
heights and the other on the water below.... These two whose war it swiftly would become, upon whose
genius and actions so much of fate and future would be decided, were are at the start the closest that they
would ever be to one another.... Did each in his sweeping view of the scene in some occasion have fleet-
ing, unwitting sight of the other? (111-12)

Mostert shuns other approaches due perhaps to a number of factors. He has clearly consulted theo-
retical works, but his chosen method has not allowed him to utilize them particularly well. We do get
plenty of quotes from A.T. Mahan and Julian Corbett, but Mostert has been selective in his interpreta-
tion of their theories and histories. He tends to quote from them (and others) without analyzing what
they are actually trying to tell us. Far too often, he sits back and allows the sources to provide analytical
comment, especially when dealing with Nelson, whose view of events is invariably presented as “his-

tory.”
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There is an over reliance on selected aspects of Mahanian theory, not just for history but also with
regard to Nelson himself. Mostert is not the first nor will he be the last to concentrate on Mahan’s
“bluewater” aspects to the detriment of his other concepts.” This has, perhaps, contributed to the rigor-
ously naval approach—a concern with fleets and warships, combat at and from the sea, and an obsession
with “decisive battle.” Nowhere is this more evident than in Mostert’s treatment of the 1805 Trafalgar
Campaign, where he places French failure squarely on Admiral Villeneuve’s shoulders, even though he
was only trying to implement a largely impractical plan cooked up by Napoleon: “It was Villeneuve who
actually saved Britain from invasion from
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