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Introduction


A captain before he was 21; a household name throughout most of Europe at 39; killed in action just after his 47th birthday; Nelson lived a colourful, crowded and short life. He master-minded some of British history’s most resounding victories – at the Nile in 1798, Copenhagen in 1801 and Trafalgar in 1805 – losing an arm and the sight in one eye in the process. He also had a tempestuous and very public love affair with Emma Hamilton, one of the most beautiful women of her day.


Affectionate, engaging, a devoted friend and father, he was also ruthless and occasionally even cruel. Uninspiring and less than heroic in his personal appearance, he was still one of Britain’s most charismatic leaders, able to inspire devotion, even love, in those who served with him.


It is this combination of opposites that makes Nelson so fascinating: there is always something new to be said about him, some new insight into his complex character. Thanks to discoveries by many researchers at the time of the bicentenary of the Battle of Trafalgar in 2005 we now know more than ever about the real man – his precise role in his most significant battles and the conduct of his closest relationships. This small book, drawing on the Nelson exhibitions and collections at the National Museum of the Royal Navy, Portsmouth, offers a brief introduction to the story of the man who is still widely regarded as one of Britain’s greatest heroes.


Left: ‘The Battle of Trafalgar’, by Thomas Luny (1759–1837).
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Nelson


The Boy, 1758–1779


‘What has poor Horace done, who is so weak ... that he should be sent to rough it out at sea?’


Letter from Captain Maurice Suckling, 1771


Horatio Nelson was born on 29 September 1758 in the small village of Burnham Thorpe on the north coast of Norfolk. His parents were Catherine and Edmund Nelson, the latter being the parish priest, and in many ways his childhood was unconventional. His mother died when he was nine – a psychological blow which left a permanent scar – and then, in March 1771, aged only 12, he joined the Royal Navy under the patronage of his uncle, Captain Maurice Suckling, and was away from home for most of his teens. Overall, he was a bright, engaging little boy who constantly sought attention and approval from adults and was naturally impulsive, especially in his affections. These two strands run right throughout his life and provide the underlying pattern to all his actions, public as well as private.
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Even in the Navy his training was unconventional. Captain Suckling seems to have deliberately planned for the young Horatio to enjoy as wide a variety of experience as possible. After a short spell in the Thames estuary in his uncle’s ship, the 64-gun


HMS Raisonnable, he made a voyage to the West Indies in the merchantman Mary Ann. Then, still aged only 14, he took part in an expedition to the Arctic and finally completed his early training with a two-year stint in the crack frigate HMS Seahorse in the East Indies, which is where he saw action for the first time. He then fell dangerously ill with malaria and had to be invalided home in 1775. Even so, his first four years in the Navy had been packed with activity and had given him a wide range of experience, in different types of ship and different environments, which helped to nurture his natural independence and energy.


Having recovered from his illness, Nelson passed his lieutenant’s examination on 5 April 1777. After he’d served just a year in the frigate HMS Lowestoffe on the West Indies station, her captain, William Locker, gave him command of a small schooner that acted as the frigate’s tender. Less than a year later he was promoted to commander and was given his first independent command, the brig HMS Badger, and six months later, in June 1779, he received the key promotion to post of captain, when he was still three months short of his 21st birthday. Promotion this rapid was not as unusual as some have suggested in the past, but it was nevertheless impressive.


‘I am so very uneasy ... having just receiv’d the Account of the death of my dear good Uncle whose loss falls very heavy on me. His friendship I am sure I shall always retain a most grateful sense off. Even in his illness he did not forget me but recommend’d me in the Strongest manner to Sir Peter Parker who has promis’d me he will make me the First Captain ...’


(Letter to his father from HMS Bristol in Port Royal Harbour, Jamaica, 24 October 1778, following the death of Captain Suckling)


Left: The Parsonage, Burnham Thorpe. Nelson’s childhood home was pulled down in his lifetime, but this near contemporary painting gives a good idea of what it looked like.


Above: Notes written by Edmund Nelson on, ‘Horatio, My Third Son’ in 1781.
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captain before he was 21; a household name
throughout most of Europe at 39; killed in
action just after his 47th birthday; Nelson lived
a colourful, crowded and short life. He master-
minded some of British history’s most resounding victories — at
the Nile in 1798, Copenhagen in 1801 and Trafalgar in 1805
- losing an arm and the sight in one eye in the process. He
also had a tempestuous and very public love affair with Emma
Hamilton, one of the most beautiful women of her day.

Affectionate, engaging, a devoted friend and father, he
was also ruthless and occasionally even cruel. Uninspiring and
less than heroic in his personal appearance, he was still one
of Britain's most charismatic leaders, able to inspire devotion,
even love, in those who served with him.

It is this combination of opposites that makes Nelson so
fascinating: there is always something new to be said about
him, some new insight into his complex character. Thanks to
discoveries by many researchers at the time of the bicentenary
of the Battle of Trafalgar in 2005 we now know more than
ever about the real man - his precise role in his most significant
battles and the conduct of his closest relationships. This small
book, drawing on the Nelson exhibitions and collections at
the National Museum of the Royal Navy, Portsmouth, offers
a brief introduction to the story of the man who is still widely
regarded as one of Britain's greatest heroes.

Left: ‘The Battle of Trafalgar', by Thomas Luny (1759-1837).
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‘What has poor Horace done, who is so weak
hat he should be sent to rough it out at sea?’

Letter from Captain Maurice Suckling, 1771

oratio Nelson was born on 29 September 1758 in

the small village of Burnham Thorpe on the north

coast of Norfolk. His parents were Catherine and
Edmund Nelson, the latter being the parish priest, and in many
ways his childhood was unconventional. His mother died when

1758-1779

he was nine - a psychological blow which left a permanent
scar - and then, in March 1771, aged only 12, he joined the
Royal Navy under the patronage of his uncle, Captain Maurice
Suckling, and was away from home for most of his teens.
Overall, he was a bright, engaging little boy who constantly
sought attention and approval from adults and was naturally
impulsive, especially in his affections. These two strands run right
throughout his life and provide the underlying pattern to all his
actions, public as well as private.

Even in the Navy his training was unconventional. Captain
Suckling seems to have deliberately planned for the young
Horatio to enjoy as wide a variety of experience as possible. After
a short spell in the Thames estuary in his uncle’s ship, the 64-gun
HMS Raisonnable, he made a voyage to the West Indies in the
merchantman Mary Ann. Then, still aged only 14, he took part
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Left: The Parsonage, Burnham Thorpe. Nelson's childhood home
was pulled down in his lifetime, but this near contemporary
painting gives a good idea of what it looked like

Above: Notes written by Edmund Nelson on, ‘Horatio, My Third
Son' in 1781

in an expedition to the Arctic and finally completed his early

training with a two-year stint in the crack frigate HMS Seahorse

in the East Indies, which is where he saw action for the first time.

He then fell dangerously ill with malaria and had to be invalided

home in 1775. Even so, his first four years in the Navy had

been packed with activity and had given him a wide range of

experience, in different types of ship and different environments,

which helped to nurture his natural independence and energy.
Having recovered from his illness, Nelson passed his

lieutenant's examination on 5 April 1777. After he'd served

just a year in the frigate HMS Lowestoffe on the West Indies

station, her captain, William Locker, gave him command of

a small schooner that acted as the frigate's tender. Less than

a year later he was promoted to commander and was given

his first independent command, the brig HMS Badger, and six

months later, in June 1779, he received the key promotion to

post of captain, when he was still three months short of his 21st

birthday. Promotion this rapid was not as unusual as some have

suggested in the past, but it was nevertheless impressive.

Tam so very uneasy ... having just receiv'd the
Account of the death of my dear good Uncle
whose loss falls very heavy on me. His friendship I
am sure I shall always retain a most grateful sense
off. Even in his illness he did not forget me but
recommend’d me in the Strongest manner to Sir

Peter Parker who has promis’d me he will make me
the First Captain ..

(Letter to his father from HMS Bristol in Port Royal Harbour, Jamaica.
24 October 1778, following the death of Captain Suckling)





