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William Bush versus Horatio Hornblower 
 
 
When I attended my first AGM in 2010, I had a conversation with Lawrie Brewer 
about William Bush. I mentioned my fascination for him - for his qualities, his 
personality and above all his courage. I remember that Lawrie introduced the word 
“stolid” when it came to Bush. Although my English is not too bad and my vocabulary 
is sufficient, the word was not familiar. I looked it up and found out that it is one of 
those English words that are just a little more subtle than “sturdy” or “courageous” or 
even “phlegmatic”, words I was familiar with. I therefore focus my story around the 
word “stolid” when I talk about this remarkable figure in the books of C S Forester, 
lieutenant, commander and finally Captain William Bush.  
 
But first a brief introduction of myself: my name is Dirk Scholten, I turned 60 years 
old on the 11th September this year, I am a police commissioner in the Netherlands 
(staff as well as operations), I am married to Toos and we have 3 children. I have 
been a member of the CSF Society since 2009. 
 
Having started reading C S Forester - and in particular the Hornblower cycle - when I 
was 12 years old, I have developed a specific interest in the history of the 18th 
century, especially the British part of it, and more specifically the naval history (fact 
as well as fiction). I have become an avid reader about the ships – from the Victory 
and Temeraire to my favourite, the Bellerophon (the Billy Ruffian) - , the men (and 
women), the sailing, the rigging, guns and canvasses, the conditions on board, the 
naval policy, the battles, the prominent figures (and not only Nelson).  
I mention these facts because they play a part in my story. 
 
So: “William Bush vs. Horatio Hornblower”.  
First: in all the other books of naval fiction that I have read, (Pope, Parkinson, Kent, 
Stockwin and O’Brian), the main character has a close friend, be it a fellow seaman 
or another figure. C S Forester has set the standard for this principle. Perhaps not 
spectacularly, yet a fact and sometimes intriguing. So, William Bush is the first in line. 
 
What kind of person is Bush? Some personal facts and figures about him: 
           
The birthplace and date of birth of William Bush are not revealed by C S Forester 
(nor of Hornblower by the way, we need Northcote Parkinson for that). We know that 
he is 3 years older than Hornblower so he was born in the year 1773. Because we 
know in which year he was killed - in a typical Bush like action – namely 1813, he 
lived to become 40 years old. 
 
Contrary to Hornblower, we do not know much about his personal life. He has a 
mother and four sisters who live in Chichester. He supports them financially. That 
puts up a question: why four sisters and not one or two? Are they one of the reasons 
why he went to sea? He had - no doubt - an early talent and drive to become a 
seaman but what is the exact reason?  Has this fact influenced his character?  I have 
not been able to find an explanation for this. 
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We do know that he started as a midshipman in 1790. That implies that there must 
have been a proper education (perhaps by one of his sisters) and some money to 
finance this. Bush is not married, nor in a relationship but apparently likes women as 
is shown in Lieutenant Hornblower when he is confronted with the (scarcely dressed) 
wives of the Spanish captives and also when he and Hornblower throw themselves in 
a sort of orgy of (we assume) drink and women in Kingston, Jamaica in 1801.  
 
CSF reveals something of his life as a naval officer: he was commissioned as a 
lieutenant in July 1796 (Hornblower one year later). His last ship, before   
Hornblower and Bush meet for the first time in 1800, was the sloop Dolphin. He was 
a lieutenant in the Temeraire at Trafalgar, which implies that he has not risen fast in 
the ranks (yet we know that this is not unusual). He must have been assigned to the 
Temeraire around May 1805 when he and Hornblower part after they sailed in the 
water hoy back to Portsmouth in Hornblower and the Crisis. 
They meet again on the Lydia in February 1807 and their cooperation continues until 
the death of Bush in 1813 in France. So they have known each other some 13 years.  
 
If we gather in the stories the qualities of Bush– good, neutral and bad – I come 
to the following summary: 
 
 
Good: Bush has common sense, phlegm and above all courage. He is a workaholic 
(before the word was invented). He has a sort of basic sense of justice (for instance 
dealing with Wellard, with the death of Roberts and even with the fate of Buckland). 
On the other hand, he has no illusions of a (somewhat) better world (“there is no such 
thing as justice since the world is simply not fair or just and will never be”). He is 
diligent and reliable as well as magnanimous, and stolid. 
 
To his more neutral character aspects belong his shyness and his love of the English 
climate. He is never seasick. As a seaman he is a disciplinarian but not in a cruel 
way. In no way is he something of a romantic. He has some doubts about his own 
ability to learn. Finally, he is reconciling with things that happen to him and his men. 
 
Negative of even bad elements? He has no imagination and he sticks too long to a 
dogma or even prejudice. He does certainly mutter and also swear, is sometimes 
uncontrolled and not so tolerant. He distrusts strangers. In The Commodore, he is 
cruel (finds Hornblower) when he sees no objection to hanging a severely wounded 
English renegade. And he loves the fight and the kill. 
 
What does he think of Hornblower? In the beginning, he certainly finds him 
intriguing and eccentric. He instinctively knows that he can trust him but he is 
sometimes irritated by him (but who would not be?). But very soon he knows he has 
a true friend. We come to that later.   
 
The characteristics mentioned are part of an event, usually of course dealing with 
shipboard life or a fight. Why are they significant and why has CSF portrayed Bush 
the way he has? 
 
One of the first things I learned about Bush is that through his personality and the 
way he conducts his profession as an officer and a seaman that he is for 



 3

Hornblower the ultimate enabler. He facilitates, he makes things possible, works 
tirelessly to keep the ships they serve together running smoothly, whether it is on 
Sutherland on a quiet, fresh, Sunday morning before the religious services and the 
Articles of War or on the battered Lydia after her engagement with Natividad. In every 
aspect he allows Hornblower to grow in his role as a true leader of men and of a 
man-o-war.  
 
The Hornblower books were, as we all know, not written in a logical chronological 
sequence. Therefore, Bush too (like all the other characters) enters the stories in 
1811 when he is only 3 years from his heroic death near Orleans. We meet him in 
Flying Colours only one sentence after Hornblower. 
In this first Hornblower book, CSF of course has to make Hornblower the character 
he wants him to be which no doubt implies that all the others – including Bush – do 
not get as much attention as in later stories. Yet, William Bush is important and in a 
way, he competes with Lady Barbara. Who is more important? – she or he. Reading 
the books in the sequence in which they were written leaves you sometimes puzzled 
about why he accepts so much from an erratic and often irritated Hornblower, not as 
his superior officer – because there were of course other captains who were simply 
much worse and sometimes terrible in their behaviour – but as someone who is so 
dedicated, works so hard and diligently.  
 
The first major event where Bush enters the limelight - as far as I am concerned - is 
when he is severely wounded in the battle between Sutherland and the four French 
ships of the line in the bay of Rosas. Although in the beginning he is helpless, in the 
De Gracay chateau, he becomes important and enters into a more prominent role 
(just as coxswain Brown, by the way). This continues right until the end of the next 
book in the sequence - The Commodore - in which he is very important as the 
captain of Nonsuch. Then, one year later, in a heroic attack on a system of gates and 
sluices near Orleans he is suddenly dead. Not as a seaman – which he would have 
wanted – but blown to pieces, without a grave. Vanished, all of a sudden. 
 
 
It goes beyond the essence of this introduction why CSF has made this choice. I 
cannot find a reason for this. I do not know enough of his personal life to be able to 
understand it but I know that CSF does not hesitate to let his heroes die while 
performing their duty. For instance, in The Commodore, the very promising 
Lieutenant Mound is killed which distresses Hornblower very much and other 
promising good seamen in other books die (Galbraith, Clay, Longley). 
The final word is – of course – for Hornblower: in The Commodore, he mourns and 
thinks (and I quote):  
 
“Had Bush survived this one last skirmish, he would have been able to enjoy the 
blessings of peace for many years, secure in his captain's rank, in his pension, in the 
devotion of his sisters. Bush would have enjoyed all that, if only because he knew 
that all sensible men enjoyed peace and security. This though made the personal 
loss even more bitter. He had never thought he could mourn for anyone as he 
mourned for Bush”. 
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Then in 1952, Lieutenant Hornblower is published. William Bush is the first 
personality to appear in the book - that is to say before Hornblower himself - when he 
comes on board HMS Renown in July 1800 and meets Hornblower for the first time. 
He remains a prominent figure in this story, in many respects more prominent than 
Hornblower himself. And we also learn the full truth about his qualities, his character, 
though unfortunately not about his personal life which remains more or less a 
mystery (except his always present mother and 4 sisters on the background). 
 
Compared with the earlier stories and Hornblower books, to me, Lieutenant 
Hornblower belongs to the best CSF has written in the whole cycle. His 
characters are fuller, more balanced, the stories more complex but in many respects 
more interesting. History itself plays a more significant role. 
And finally, (and I am on thin ice, saying this), the stories move more in the direction 
of “literature”. Because no matter what definition you use on literature (in contrast 
with “reading” or storytelling), CSF has not written literature.  
Literature for me is if an author wishes to express something in a book, an essay or a 
story. He wishes to express a view, an emotion, a conviction and he does that with 
the best words, usually with significant and in-depth characters and sometimes a 
certain plot. Usually complicated. Yet, although CSF does not write literature but 
excellent stories, he is close to it in Lieutenant Hornblower. Bush plays an important 
role in this. 
 
Two examples. 
First, the key to a better understanding of the (later) relation between Bush and 
Hornblower no doubt lies in this book. It evolves out of the truly miserable situation all 
the senior officers experience when they are faced with the insane Captain Sawyer. It 
deals with the decisive moment where Bush realises who Hornblower really is. 
We all remember with satisfaction when the crew of Renown deals with the 
Spaniards. Their ship – La Gaditana - is captured and sent off with a price crew with 
Hornblower in charge.  
But then things go wrong, the English on board Renown are overwhelmed by the 
Spaniards, Captain Sawyer murdered, Buckland tied in his cot and Bush?  Bush 
literally fights him self almost to death against the overwhelming attackers. We see 
the real, hard, outraged Bush, ferociously fighting his enemy. He is almost cut to 
pieces before Hornblower and his men retake the ship. But beside this admirable, 
stolid, reliable second lieutenant of Renown, later in the story we see a thinking and 
contemplating Bush when he lies wounded and exhausted in the sick bay. In 
chapter XVII of Lieutenant Hornblower, CSF describes the change, almost 
metamorphosis, that has come over Bush, rethinking everything that has happened. 
Because in my view this part is so significant, I fully quote  
 
 “Bush had learned something during the past few weeks which his service during the 
years had not called to his attention.  Those years had been passed at sea, among 
the perils of the sea, amid the ever changing conditions of wind and weather, deep 
water and shoal. In the ships of the line he had served there had only been minutes 
of battle for every week at sea and he had gradually become fixed at the idea that 
seamanship was the one requisite for a naval officer. To be master of the countless 
details of the managing a wooden sailing ship; not only to be able to handle her 
under sail, but to be conversant with all the petty but important trifles regarding 
cordage, and cables, pumps and salt pork, dry rot and the Articles of War; that was 
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what was necessary. But he knew now of other qualities equally necessary: a bold 
and yet thoughtful initiative, moral as well as physical courage, tactful handling both 
of superiors and of subordinates, ingenuity and quickness of thought”   
 
The significance is meaningful. The fact that Bush realises that there is more 
between heaven and earth, creates unrest, he feels uncomfortable with it and is 
almost happy when he has to deal with all the bugs, lice and other insects that infest 
Renown after the Spaniards have left. But, CSF has made a crucial point: that if 
people like Bush become aware of the significance of acts of other capable men (like 
Hornblower) and allow this to their minds, to their deeper thoughts and to judge their 
prejudices, they learn. This – besides the fact that it deals with leadership in the true 
sense of the word – has also in it the depth that gives the story almost a significance 
of literature 
 
The second important passage concerning the place of Bush in the books lies in an 
interesting aspect of naval history. This aspect is directly related to the figure of Sir 
William Cornwallis in Hornblower and the Hotspur. 
 
When we read about the political and military situation at the end of the 18th and the 
beginning of the 19th century, we all know that it was an immense struggle. No matter 
what you think of who was right and who was wrong, (I am glad the British won, but 
that is not the point here) it was a huge struggle indeed.  
One of the key issues was the prevention of an invasion of Britain by Napoleon. 
Broadly speaking, British strategy had two main priorities.  
 
Firstly, there was an overall challenge to face the French and her allies (including the 
Dutch) almost anywhere in the world and secure British political and economical 
interests, including freedom in all its manifestations. That could be the 
Mediterranean, the Atlantic, the Caribbean, the Far East or where ever. You could 
say that commanders like Lord Vincent, Howe, Hood and finally Nelson were 
responsible for that part (Glorious First of June, St. Vincent, the Nile, Camperdown, 
Copenhagen and finally Trafalgar). Fleets of various sizes played their part in that. 
The other part was the Channel, the part of the Atlantic that was the closest to Britain 
from a point of view of the French. C S Forester has paid much attention to this 
aspect of the conflict in Hotspur and other stories.  
 
 
Enter Sir William Cornwallis. It is simple; in the many books on naval history that I 
have read about the period, this monumental figure is seldom mentioned. Yet he was 
an outstanding admiral who really did the hard work, the constant cruising of the 
coast of France during crucial years, riding out the winter storms, in all conditions, 
lack of fresh water and other provisions, with weather beaten ships. He had a huge 
responsibility. Relatively little attention is paid to this huge effort and success that 
kept the French confined in Brest and other harbours. In fact: Cornwallis did the hard, 
unrecognised work, while Nelson and his fellow admirals before and after him got all 
the credits. Partly justified but also partly due to their better PR!   
 
 
What has this got to do with Hornblower and Bush (and C S Forester)? While other 
naval fiction writers pay a lot of attention to Nelson, CSF does not. In Flying Colours, 
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Bush says to Lady Barbara that Hornblower resembles Nelson in a way but other 
references to Nelson are scarce.  
Instead, CSF pays a lot of attention to the important figure of Cornwallis when he was 
in command and he fulfilled his duty so admirably.     
 
My theory is this: where Hornblower in many (but certainly not all) aspects is a 
“Nelsonian” figure in character, behaviour and qualities, Bush is a symbol of the 
unknown toilers who are not in the limelight, who work hard, are diligent and in a 
practical sense indispensible in winning the war at sea.  
In a certain respect, Bush can be compared with toilers like Admiral Cornwallis. 
Perhaps through Bush, C S Forester wanted to point to the fact that although you 
need “heroes” like Nelson (and Hornblower) everywhere in society – be it naval, 
military or civilian – you need these stolid toilers. Through Bush, he has given them 
a platform, attention and pointing out that for every hero, the Bushes and 
Cornwalisses are vital and indispensible indeed. And do sometimes die.... Lest we 
forget....   
 
 
 
Dirk Scholten 
 
(23/09/2012-djs)           
 
 
 
 
 

 


