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                                      ABSTRACT 

            Admiral Peter Rainier and the Command of the East Indies Station 1794-1805.     

 

Peter Rainier was the longest serving commander on the East Indies station by some margin, 

and the longest serving commander of any of the navy’s stations in the long Revolutionary 

and Napoleonic Wars.  

 

This thesis illustrates the issues that needed to be addressed on this station and considers how 

successfully Rainier dealt with them. It will also suggest that he remains so little known 

amongst the pantheon of British admirals of the Napoleonic era because the traditional 

measure of value of a naval commander is success in battle. Although Rainier had a 

reputation as a fighting captain, as a commander in chief he saw action only in combined 

operations. Perhaps it is time to acknowledge that skill other than fighting battles is 

important. Rainier’s thorough knowledge of the station, his capacity to work with people over 

whom he had no authority, his ability to protect a rapidly expanding and wealth creating 

trade, and his administrative and financial professionalism, enabled him to play an important, 

if secondary, part in the establishment of the Second British Empire which, arguably, had a 

far greater impact on British history than all but the most seminal battle. 

 

The East Indies Station had a number of unique elements that heavily influenced the actions 

of its commander in chief. The two-way communication process between Rainier and the 

Admiralty could take a whole year. Its thirty million plus square mile area meant that 

communication and logistics within the station needed long term planning. It was still 

relatively unfamiliar to British navigators, and charting it was still in progress.  

 

The relationship between the admiral and the East India Company, the official government of 

British India, could make or break the success of both the navy and the Company. With his 

diplomatic skills and wide experience of the station, Rainier worked with its officials and 

army commanders to defend current British possessions in the East Indies and India, to 

extend them to such an extent that, by his return to Britain, they were the foundation of the 

second British Empire. During this period the centre of power on the station moved eastwards 

as the value of trade with China overtook that with India – Rainier had to take this into 

account when allocating his resources. The constraints on navigation and timing caused by 

the narrow channels in the East Indies and by the weather made it easier for enemy vessels to 

know by which route the British trade would travel. Rainier had to cover potential threats off 

Macao, through the Straits of Bali, Banda, Sunda and Malacca, in the Bay of Bengal, off 

Madras, around Ceylon and between Bombay and the Persian Gulf. When possible he had to 

cover the French naval base at Mauritius.  With a limited number of vessels,
1
 of which some 

were always in need of repair, Rainier was often on the defensive. Acquisition of new 

colonies opened new trading routes which, together with his commitment to trade protection, 

                                                            
1 See Chapter Eight for details of naval vessels at Rainier’s disposal. 
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led to a steady, if often unregulated, expansion in British trade. His attention to detail and his 

management skills also allowed him to establish an efficient logistics, victualling and 

financial operation.  

 

What Rainier achieved has to be seen in the context of the complexity of his station and the 

role of the East India Company. Then it stands far above the level of its absolute 

achievement. This thesis shows that Rainier’s organization and man management skills, 

unruffled nature, sound strategic judgement made him a “Safe Pair of Hands”, ideal for such 

a detached but important command.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



3 

 

        Contents

Abstract         p. 1 

 

Contents         p. 3 

 

List of Abbreviations        p. 5 

 

Acknowledgments        p. 6 

 

Chapter 1  Introduction      p. 7 

 

Part One  The Operational Environment 

Chapter 2  The Royal Navy     p. 27 

 

Chapter 3  The East India Company    p. 48 

 

Chapter 4  Communications & Intelligence    p. 71 

 

Part Two  Rainier’s Achievements  

Chapter 5  Trade & Geography     p. 107 

 

Chapter 6  Territorial Expansion     p. 131 

 

Chapter 7  Maintaining the Squadron at Sea   p. 162 

 

Chapter 8  Conclusion      p. 206 

 

List of Appendices 

Appendix 1  Terminology      p. 211 

 

Appendix 2  Chronology      p. 212 

 

Appendix 3  Rainier Family Tree     p. 215 

 

Appendix 4  Interpretation of Trade Statistics   p. 216 

 

a) Import/ Export Statistics from Different   p. 217 

Sources, 1799-1805 



4 

 

 

b) Import/ Export Statistics, Official and   p. 218 

Computed, 1796-1805 

 

c) Import/ Export Three Year Moving Average, p. 219  

Asia/ West Indies/ US 1794-1805 

 

d) Shipping Tonnage between UK and Asia,  p. 220 

1793-1805 

 

   e)   Canton Country Trade 1794-1805  p. 221 

 

f) Regional Private Trade Exports from Calcutta p. 222  

1796-1802 

 

g) Ship Movements in the Port of Penang   p. 223 

1799-1802 

 

h) Trade Statistics from an Historical View   p. 224

John Bruce  

 

Appendix 5  East Indies Squadron Manpower 1793-1812  p. 225 

 

Appendix 6 Victualling Costs comparing East & West Indies  p. 226 

& Mediterranean 1804-9 

 

Appendix 7 East Indies Station Commanders-in-Chief &  p. 227 

  Senior Naval Officers 1754-1814 

 

Appendix 8 List of Vessels captured by Squadron of Admiral  p. 229 

Rainier 

 

Appendix 9 Captain Rainier’s Sailing Orders 1794  p. 231 

 

Appendix 10 Maps: a) East Indies Station    p. 232 

            b) Indian Coastline 1800   p. 233 

              c) Routes to the East    p. 234 

            d) Dutch East Indies    p.235 

            e) Red Sea     p. 236 

             f) Wind Systems    p. 237 

   

Bibliography        p. 238       

 



5 

 

 

 

         List of Abbreviations 

ADM  Admiralty 

BL   British Library 

BPP  British Parliamentary Papers 

KEI  Lord Keith Papers 

MM  Mariner’s Mirror 

NAS  National Archive of Scotland 

NLS  National Library of Scotland 

NMM   National Maritime Museum 

TNA  The National Archive, Kew 

UKHO  United Kingdom Hydrographic Office 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



6 

 

                     

 

                                                   ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

Much of whatever credit is to be found in this thesis is due to my supervisor, Dr. Michael 

Duffy, without whose encouragement, gentle guidance and profound perception, the 

assignment would never have been completed. Support at Exeter University has also come at 

crucial times from Doctors Helen Doe and Gareth Cole and from Commander Bob Wilson 

RN. Insight into the complexities of the Admiral Rainier’s logistical challenges was provided 

by Dr. Martin Wilcox at Greenwich Maritime Institute, and into the East India Company by 

Dr. Margaret Makepeace at the British Library Asia, Pacific, and Africa Department. They 

have been especially helpful in bringing the key issues into focus. Their deep knowledge has 

been shared with me unstintingly. 

Thanks must also be given to the many external bodies to which I have turned for 

information, especially the British Optometrists Society, who kindly allowed me to reproduce 

their painting of Admiral Rainier, and to the owners of the private Blair Adam Family records 

at Kinross in Scotland. 

 

I also owe an enormous debt to my wife, Gwenda. Her ability to help me put the stresses and 

strains of writing a thesis into perspective and to motivate me in the darker days, when the 

light at the end of the tunnel seemed so far away, have been critical. Her fine command of the 

English language has also been much in evidence in the many re-writes that have taken place. 

Finally I would like to mention two people who were of great help to me in the initial stages 

of my research but who died during the time it has taken me to write this thesis; Robin Craig 

and Anthony Farrington. They are missed in all the centres of research into the British 

mercantile marine and the East India Company Marine Service. 

  


