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      LEARNING THE ROPES

      
      Britain is an island, with no place more than 70 miles from the coast. Its great seafaring tradition, based on fishing and
         trade, both coastal and international, mainly had an impact on seaside communities, yet during the wars with France in the
         eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, seamen were taken as volunteers or by the press-gangs from almost every part of the country.
         Those who returned after years at sea brought with them a rich vocabulary of nautical words and phrases, drawn not from the
         merchant marine, but from the Royal Navy. Many of these words and phrases, such as ‘swinging the lead’ and ‘groggy’, still
         retain the meanings they had in Nelson’s day, while others such as ‘junk’ and ‘nipper’ have subtly changed over the centuries.
         In this book, any nautical terms that are essential for understanding the story are explained at the point where they first
         occur. For anyone who wants to find out the precise meanings of the nautical terms of the period, the first port of call is
         A Sea of Words by Dean King, which covers all the most common words and expressions.
      

      
      As in all battles, the eyewitnesses at Trafalgar did not record minute-by-minute details during the fighting, but set down what they remembered afterwards. Together with the confusion of
         the battle and the fact that no one could see more than a small part of the action, this led to large differences between
         individual accounts. The greatest discrepancies are in the precise times of the various incidents, where records may differ
         not just by minutes but by hours. In this book the sequence and timing of events have been based on the exhaustive analysis
         of Rear-Admiral A. H. Taylor in his 1950 article in the Mariner’s Mirror.
      

      
      Another potential source of confusion is the fact that some British ships had French-sounding names (such as the Entreprenante), and some French ships had British-sounding names (such as the Berwick). This came about whenever ships retained their original names after being incorporated into the navy that had captured them.
         Because, up to Trafalgar, more French ships had been taken by the British than vice versa, there tended to be a preponderance
         of French ship names. The situation was exacerbated by the practice of using old names for new ships, so that a freshly launched
         British ship might be given the name of a French ship that had been taken by the British, had served in the British Navy and
         had then been scrapped. Even when the French name of a captured ship was deemed unsuitable, it was often replaced by another
         French name rather than a British one. Many of the Spanish ships were named after saints, such as the San Agustín and the San Francisco de Asís, but sometimes a Spanish ship had a name similar to a French one, such as the Spanish Argonauta corresponding to the French Argonaute. For the commonest nautical names, each nation had its own version: Neptune for both a French and British ship and Neptuno for a Spanish one. A list of all the ships with their nationalities is given on pages 351–5. Similarly, some men on the British
         side had surnames of French origin, some were of other nationalities, and some Frenchmen actually fought on the British side.
         Like the ship name Neptune, a few surnames add to the confusion; one such is Lucas, which is French in origin but was imported to England at the Norman
         invasion and anglicised by the time of Trafalgar.
      

      
      In some cases the spelling and punctuation in quotations from eyewitnesses have been modernised, and occasionally abbreviations
         in the original are given in full, but the words themselves have not been changed. When monetary values have been mentioned,
         the modern equivalent (using a rule of thumb of multiplying the value by fifty) has sometimes also been provided, but this
         can be no more than a very rough guide.
      

      
      At the time, sailors had various approximate measurements for distances that are no longer widely used: a pistol shot was
         about 25 yards, a musket shot approximately 200 yards and a gun shot about 1000 yards. A cable was 200 yards, a fathom 6 feet
         and a league 6116 yards – equivalent to 3 nautical miles. The nautical mile was then equivalent to 6116 feet, but is now a
         distance of 6080 feet. A knot was regarded as the speed of 1 nautical mile per hour, or sometimes as just the distance of
         1 nautical mile – speeds at that time were still recorded as knots per hour and not simply in knots as used today. For those
         better acquainted with metric measurements, the following should be noted:
      

      
      1 foot = 0.30 metres

      
      1 yard = 0.91 metres

      
      1 mile = 1.61 kilometres

      
      The Battle of Trafalgar is one of those rare events in history about which everyone knows something, because – almost instantly
         – it became part of British heritage and assumed almost mythical status. Here, in the words of people who were present, is
         the true story of that battle.
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      The south-western coast of Spain and the coast of North Africa, showing the site of the Battle of Trafalgar in relation to
            Cadiz, Cape Trafalgar and Gibraltar. The inset map marks the main places in Spain, Portugal, France and Britain that are mentioned
            in the text.

   
      
      PROLOGUE
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      OPENING FIRE

      
      The first shots from the French ship Fougueux* fell short, but the enemy fleet sailed steadily closer, slowly reducing the range. Then, just after noon on Monday 21 October
         1805, the Fougueux fired the first broadside at the nearest British ship, which was the Royal Sovereign – the Battle of Trafalgar had begun. The master-at-arms of the Fougueux, Pierre Servaux, made a vivid record of how the battle unfolded:
      

      
      The Fougueux, a man-of-war of seventy-four guns, fired the first gun in the fleet. As she did so, she hoisted her colours. She continued
            her cannonade, firing on the English flagship, which was a greatly superior vessel in size, height, guns and the number of
            her crew. Her main-deck and upper-deck guns, in fact, could fire right down on to our decks, and in that way all our upper-deck
            men employed in working the ship, and the infantry marksmen posted on the gangways, were without cover and entirely exposed.
            We had also, according to our bad habit in the French Navy, fired over a hundred rounds from our big guns at long range before the English ship had practically snapped a gun lock. It was, indeed, not until we found
            ourselves side by side and yardarm to yardarm with the English flagship [the Royal Sovereign] that she fired at all. Then she gave us a broadside from fifty-five guns and carronades, hurtling forth a storm of cannonballs,
            big and small, and musket shot. I thought the Fougueux was shattered to pieces – pulverised.1

      
      Although the shock of the Royal Sovereign’s first broadside had quite literally knocked the Fougueux sideways, the damage was largely confined to the upper decks and rigging, as Servaux quickly realised:
      

      
      The storm of projectiles that hurled themselves against and through the hull on the port side made the ship heel to starboard.
            Most of the sails and rigging were cut to pieces, while the upper deck was swept clear of the greater number of the seamen
            working there and of the soldier sharpshooters. Our gun decks below had, however, suffered less severely. There, not more
            than thirty men in all were put out of action. This preliminary greeting, rough and brutal as it was, did not dishearten our
            men. A well-maintained fire showed the Englishmen that we, too, had guns and could use them.2

      
      The Fougueux could still manoeuvre and let fly further broadsides, so that soon the Royal Sovereign was also suffering heavy damage:
      

      
      The English ship having come up to us, made to break the line between us and the Santa Ana.* The Spanish ship, in fact, during our action with the English leader, had not fired a single shot, but had kept stolidly
            on and continued her course without shortening sail, thus giving an easy passage through to the enemy. After that, however, by the smart handling of our captain, we managed to
            come within our proper distance of her [the Santa Ana]; as a fact, indeed, almost with our bowsprit over their poop. By this manoeuvre we had the enemy’s ship on the port quarter
            in such a way that whilst we could only receive a few shots from their stern guns, they were exposed to our whole broadside,
            raking the enemy, end-on, along all their decks. We soon saw the English vessel’s mizzenmast go by the board, and then her
            rudder and steering gear were damaged, making the ship unmanageable. Her sails flapped loose in the wind, and her sheets and
            running rigging were cut to pieces by our hail of shot. For some time she ceased firing. We, for our part, now redoubled our
            efforts and we next saw her main topmast come down. At that moment the English ship hoisted two signal flags at the foremast.
            It made us think that she was calling for help. And we were not wrong.3

      
      Servaux’s account continues with a description of how his ship, the Fougueux, came under an increasingly devastating attack:
      

      
      After a very little time two fresh English men-of-war came up and began to attack us; the one on the starboard quarter, the
            other at the stern. Under their fire, we held out for more than an hour, but they almost overpowered us with their terrible
            storm of round shot and a fusillade of bullets that carried death among our men. Our mizzenmast was now shot by the board,
            while our spars were shot from the masts and were lying in wreckage along the sides of the ship. Then, too, fire broke out
            in the stern walk and the poop. We tried our best, in spite of the hail of shot, to put the fire out, and with hatchets to
            cut adrift the mass of wreckage from the fallen masts, yards and cordage. It lay along the ship’s sides by the gun-tiers and
            was endangering the ship and exposing her to the most imminent risk of destruction by fire. At this moment the captain ordered
            me to climb outboard and see if the wreckage of the mainsail was not in danger of being set on fire from the main-deck guns. I obeyed; but as I clambered from the gangway into the chains,* one of the enemy fired her whole starboard broadside. The din and concussion were fearful; so tremendous that I almost fell
            headlong into the sea. Blood gushed from my nose and ears, but it did not prevent my carrying out my duty. Then our mainmast
            fell. Happily it was shot through some ten or twelve feet above the deck and fell over to port. At once we cut away the shrouds
            [ropes bracing a mast] to starboard; but it was with great difficulty that in the end we were able to clear ourselves. Our
            fire was well maintained all this time, though the great superiority of the heavy guns of the English ships, and their very
            advantageous position, decimated our men in a fearful manner. More than half the crew had by this time been struck down, killed
            or wounded. Then, at length, our last remaining mast went, falling forward on to the fore part of the ship. Our flag, however,
            was still flying. It was the only thing left above the deck. All the same, neither our brave captain, nor a single one of
            our men, had a thought of lowering it.4

      
      At this point the arrival of the Temeraire†. decided the outcome, and Servaux described how his own battered ship fell to the British:
      

      
      Now, however, yet another English ship, the Temeraire of 100 guns, came down to attack us. Borne alongside of us with the current, she fell on board us. At once a broadside burst
            from her upper deck guns and main battery, with a hot small-arms fusillade, fired right down into us. It swept our decks clear.
            Even then, though, our men rallied; with cries of ‘up lads and at ’em’ repeated all over the ship, some sixty to eighty of
            them swarmed up on deck, armed with sabres and axes. But the huge English three-decker towered high above the Fougueux, and they fired down on us as they pleased with their musketry until, at length, they themselves boarded us. From two to three
            hundred of them suddenly rushed on board us, entering the ship from their chains and main-deck ports. Our captain fell dead,
            shot through the heart with a musket bullet. The few men who were left could make no resistance in the face of numbers. Resistance
            was out of the question, while still the enemy’s murderous fire from the gangways continued. We were obliged to give back
            and yield, though we defended the decks port by port. So the Fougueux fell into the power of the English.5

      
      In just a few hours of bloody battle off Cape Trafalgar, the world changed completely, not just for those on board the Fougueux, but for all those French and Spanish who had so recently been securely blockaded in the southern Spanish port of Cadiz.
      

      
   
      
      ONE
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      INVASION


      
         Let us be masters of the Channel for six hours, and we are masters of the world!
         

         Napoleon Bonaparte, July 18041

      

      
      From 1793 to 1815 there were only thirteen months of peace between France and Britain. Theoretically three different wars
         were fought in this period, but in reality those wars were separated by nothing more than an armed truce. When the French
         Revolution degenerated into the ‘Reign of Terror’ in 1793, the British Government became increasingly uneasy, but what turned
         British public opinion against the revolutionary regime was the execution of the French king and queen. Britain immediately
         joined an alliance of Continental nations in a war against France. From then until Napoleon’s final defeat in 1815, Britain
         was part of a kaleidoscopic coalition of countries trying to contain France’s attempts to build a European empire. As soon
         as one coalition collapsed, Britain tried to build another, financed from the profits of rapidly expanding trade networks.
         Such sustained support for its European allies put a severe strain on Britain’s resources, initially forcing tax reforms and
         ultimately leading to the first ever levying of an income tax in 1799. The war with France became much more violent and intense, and
         until the 1914–18 war usurped the title, the period from 1793 to 1815 was known as ‘The Great War’.
      

      
      The contest between France and Britain was essentially one between two states in the process of building empires. In France
         this was a conscious policy, at first to spread revolutionary ideology by conquest, but later driven by Napoleon’s personal
         ambition. In Britain, the pursuit of the wealth and other benefits that derived from its colonies was paramount, and initially
         the acquisition of territory was far less important than establishing trading links. Chasing their separate goals, neither
         state considered how this would affect other countries unless forced to do so. On the Continent, France threatened, bullied
         and tried to subvert the governments of its neighbours, while at sea Britain used naval might to take whatever was needed
         without any thought that this might be alienating allies who could be useful in the future.
      

      
      In France, undemocratic revolutionary government had been replaced by the dictatorship of Napoleon; in Britain King George
         III had the larger share of power, although the country was nominally governed by Parliamentary democracy. By his skilful
         use of patronage, however, the king was adept at subverting Parliamentary attempts to curb his actions; he bribed men with
         honours, positions, rewards and pensions, or intimidated them by threats to withdraw such privileges. Most other states in
         Europe also had hereditary monarchies, and many were linked in loose confederations or empires by virtue of the fact that
         their rulers came from the same family. In all cases, including Britain, no account was taken of the general population unless
         it rose in rebellion – in which case it was invariably repressed with brutal force if the rulers still had power to do so.
         While European governments pursued their own self-interests, the people they governed often had different agendas; smuggling to avoid taxes and trade bans, and even fraternisation between opposing armed forces were commonplace.
      

      
      Although most attention was concentrated on events on land during this period, Britain was nevertheless locked in an ongoing
         struggle with France for naval supremacy, acutely aware of the seaborne danger. The Combined Fleet of France and its allies,
         most notably the Dutch, became a serious rival to British naval power and threatened the trade that financed the European
         resistance to aggressive French expansion. In 1797 the Dutch were defeated by the British Navy at the Battle of Camperdown
         off the coast of Holland, and a fleet from Spain, also an ally of France, was similarly defeated at the Battle of St Vincent
         off the coast of Portugal. With these two successes, Britain gained control of the Atlantic, but a French fleet still had
         naval supremacy in the Mediterranean. This allowed Napoleon to mount an invasion of Egypt in 1798, but after Nelson’s destruction
         of the invasion fleet at the Battle of the Nile only a few weeks later, the French Navy was in complete disarray. For a time
         Britain had unchallenged control of the seas.
      

      
      Maintaining naval supremacy was Britain’s long-term goal, since to protect and build a global commercial empire, it had to
         guard oceanic trade routes. While France was preoccupied with war on the Continent, Britain was seizing French colonies and
         strategic bases to augment its own trading network. Underlying all the Continental wars at this time was the conflict of interests
         between France, which was building a land-based empire in Europe, and Britain, which was accumulating a global empire based
         on trade. In this struggle of newly emerging empires, France’s position was not helped by Napoleon being first and foremost
         a soldier. He understood and relied on his armies, but did not understand the strengths and weaknesses of his navy, nor did
         he trust his naval officers. Yet he knew well enough that a trading empire was as important to France as it was to Britain.
         Napoleon had a better grasp of the political situation than he did of the state of his navy, and although he counted ships and men and analysed their
         positions, he took little notice of how unprepared they were for the task in hand.
      

      
      In 1800, Sweden, Denmark and Russia declared a state of armed neutrality to defend their trade from the Baltic to France,
         denying such trade to Britain. At the same time a change of government in Britain led to a peace treaty with France – the
         Treaty of Amiens, of 25 March 1802 – but it was the uneasy calm before the storm. Because the declaration of armed neutrality
         had effectively cut Britain off from the Baltic, a source of many essential naval supplies, a British fleet responded the
         following year by destroying the force of Danish ships in the harbour at Copenhagen and so removed the threat to British ships
         en route to the Baltic. By the time of Trafalgar, the only substantial number of extra warships available to Napoleon were
         those left to the Spanish Navy after the British victory at the Battle of St Vincent in 1797. Even with these Spanish ships
         and a lavish shipbuilding programme that Napoleon was pushing to its limits, any attempt to invade England had no margin for
         error.
      

      
      War broke out again between Britain and France in April 1803, just a few months before Napoleon crowned himself emperor. Britain
         established a blockade of French ports less than a month later, and once Spain actively joined the war on Napoleon’s side
         in October 1804, Spanish ports also had to be blockaded. During the French Revolution, Spain’s royal family had been incensed
         at the execution of Louis XVI and began an invasion of France. This was repulsed, and the French counter-attacked, forcing
         the Spanish to sign a peace treaty in 1795. The treaty was very unpopular throughout Spain, and as it effectively made the
         Spanish Government a French puppet and Spain a passive ally of France, resentment continued to simmer.
      

      
      While Britain began once again to build up its navy, Napoleon made preparations to invade that country. In terms of overall strategy, he was only too aware that a better opportunity
         was unlikely to present itself. Despite the renewal of war, Britain’s Continental allies were still recovering from the previous
         conflict with France and were in no hurry to form another coalition against Napoleon. France itself had been exhausted by
         the war and was in no position to fight on several fronts at once. With a temporary peace on the Continent, though, Napoleon
         could spare enough troops for an invasion of Britain. A successful invasion might stop or at least delay the formation of
         a hostile coalition, but he knew that he had to act quickly because British diplomats were already lobbying hard to form an
         anti-French alliance. Ever tempted by the bold, single-stroke solution, Napoleon threw everything into his invasion plans.
      

      
      Over 100,000 troops were gradually concentrated in camps spread along 75 miles of French coastline around Calais and Boulogne.
         Many of the camps were plainly visible from the cliffs of Dover, causing a rising tide of panic in southern England. This
         French army was occupied in training and drilling in order to keep the soldiers busy and to alleviate the atmosphere of feverish
         suspense. At Boulogne, a huge flotilla of landing craft was being assembled, with the aim of amassing two thousand boats to
         carry an invasion force across the English Channel as soon as a French fleet of warships could guarantee its safe passage.
      

      
      Not since the time of the Spanish Armada had Britain been seriously threatened by invasion. From the early 1790s the increasing
         apprehension among the British population often lapsed into paranoia and panic, but, as the possibility of invasion became
         more real, something close to hysteria gripped the people and the government. Now that France had passed through a revolution
         and had killed its king, it was totally under the thumb of Napoleon – and Napoleon was intent on destroying England: ‘I know
         not, in truth, what kind of precaution will protect her [England] from the terrible chance she runs. A nation is very foolish when it has no fortifications and no
         army to lay itself open to seeing an army of 100,000 veteran troops land on its shores. This is the masterpiece of the [French
         invasion] flotilla! It costs a great deal of money, but it is necessary for us to be masters of the sea for six hours only,
         and England will have ceased to exist.’2 Napoleon was so confident of success that, to save time, he had already ordered dies to be prepared in Paris: as soon as
         Britain was overrun, medals celebrating his triumph could be struck. The reverse side of the medal bore the legend ‘Invasion
         of England, Struck in London 1804.’ In the event, only four trial pieces were actually made from these dies.
      

      
      The British people did not know what to expect from an invasion, but they feared the worst and generally regarded Napoleon
         as an ogre. Then, and for decades to come, nursemaids on the southern coast of England frightened children with this chilling
         rhyme:
      

      
      
         Baby, baby, naughty baby,

         
         Hush, you squalling thing, I say;

         
         Hush your squalling, or it may be

         
         Bonaparte will pass this way.

         
      

      
      
         Baby, baby, he’s a giant,

         
         Tall and black as Rouen steeple;

         
         And he dines and sups, rely on’t,

         
         Every day on naughty people.

         
      

      
      
         Baby, baby, he will hear you

         
         As he passes by the house,

         
         And he, limb from limb, will tear you

         
         Just as pussy tears a mouse.3

         
      

      
      It was not just children who were frightened of the possibility of a French invasion. The British Government now looked more
         seriously at its provisions for defending the country. Preparations for defence had effectively begun as early as 1790 when
         the government’s Board of Ordnance surveyed the county of Kent in order to produce a detailed map that could be used by the
         defending troops. This map, with a scale of one inch to one mile, was published in 1801 and was the first Ordnance Survey
         map. There followed a series of adjoining maps that gradually covered the whole country – forerunners of the maps still in
         use today. Kent had been chosen as the first area to be mapped because, it was reasoned, an invading force from the Continent
         would want to minimise its time at sea for fear of attack by the British Navy and so would use the shortest, most direct route;
         the coast of Kent was therefore assumed to be the likeliest landing place.
      

      
      Napoleon was aiming for an invading army of at least 160,000 trained and experienced troops, although eventually it numbered
         over 200,000. About half were stationed in the coastal camps, ready to embark, with the rest further inland because there
         was not room for them nearer the ports. In theory this army was dwarfed by a British force of over 500,000, but the vast majority
         of these men were inexperienced and largely untrained local militias and volunteers, recently raised to support the regular
         troops who were already deployed to defend the coast. Another pressing problem was the fact that these militias and volunteers
         were spread throughout the British Isles. To combat an invasion, they needed to be collected together quickly and in sufficient
         numbers to meet the threat. It was hoped that an invading force would be spotted as soon as it left the shelter of the Continental
         ports, giving time for a warning to be passed by signal flags from ship to ship, then to Deal in Kent and finally to London
         via the telegraph. A telegraph system already linked Deal with the Admiralty building in Whitehall, and similar telegraphs also connected the Admiralty with Portsmouth in Hampshire and with Chatham in north Kent.
         These consisted of chains of semaphore stations set up on hilltops, each within sight of the next one in the chain, so that
         a message coded into semaphore signals could be repeated, station to station, from one end of the chain to the other. The
         telegraphs were supplemented by smaller chains of signal posts, using a much simpler system of a white flag, meaning ‘all
         is well’, and a red flag for an alarm, as well as chains of beacon fires that would blaze from hilltops to warn of invasion.
      

      
      On 7 August 1803, Betsey Fremantle, wife of Thomas Fremantle who was to be captain of the Neptune at Trafalgar, recorded in her diary:
      

      
      Went to walk on the walls [at Portsmouth], where we were not a little surprised at seeing a great concourse of people on the
            beach, the yeomanry out, guns frequently fired, signals made, the tellegraphes at work and many sails in sight. On enquiring
            I was told it was supposed the French were effecting a landing as numbers of the flat bottom boats were seen making towards
            the shore. This created a very great alarm … every precaution taken, as if really the French were approaching. I felt much
            alarmed myself, but as everything appeared quiet towards twelve o’clock, we went to bed in hopes some mistake created this
            great bustle.4

      
      Her diary entry for the next day recorded that a fleet of coastal trading vessels had triggered the emergency, having been
         becalmed on the far side of the Isle of Wight from Portsmouth. The beacons, the signal posts and even the telegraphs were
         relatively crude systems of communication, spreading little more than alarm – detailed information travelled more slowly,
         carried by couriers on horseback.
      

      
      With the early-warning systems in place, the other method of gaining time to collect together defensive forces was to slow
         down the advance of any invading army. This was done by reinforcing the physical defences in vulnerable coastal areas and
         by building obstacles between the beachheads and the primary objective of any invasion: London. The government decided to
         concentrate on the south-east and east coasts and started by strengthening existing fortifications, with further fortifications
         added at particularly vulnerable points. This still left long stretches of coastline with no permanent defences close to the
         beach, and so the solution was to build a string of Martello Towers. These were based on a fortification at Martello (sometimes
         called Mortello) in Corsica, where a round stone tower 40 feet high and 45 feet in diameter at the base, with walls 15 feet
         thick, housed a few cannons and a small garrison. In 1794 this squat tower had impressed the British Navy when a small body
         of French troops not only held out against a strong attack, but badly damaged some of the British ships during the fighting.
      

      
      In the spring of 1805 a programme of building was begun that in three years would result in 73 towers being built on the coasts
         of Britain. By 1812 the total had reached 103 (of which only 43 survive today), and almost all were positioned along the south
         and east coasts of the mainland. Once in place, the Martello Towers were a very powerful coastal defence, providing strong-points
         that an invasion force would find difficult to capture, but could not afford to ignore. Thought to offer such good protection,
         they were used not only in Britain but also in Ireland, the Channel Islands, North America and South Africa. By the time of
         Trafalgar in October 1805, however, the towers and other coastal defences were merely a shambolic scatter of unfinished forts,
         towers, barracks and building sites.
      

      
      The River Medway and the Thames Estuary already had strong fortifications that had been put in place after an attack by the
         Dutch Navy in 1667 when their ships had sailed up the Thames and into the Medway, taking possession of the unfinished fort at Sheerness and capturing or destroying several British warships in the process. Part of the defences, called
         the Chatham Lines, defended the Royal Naval Dockyard at Chatham from attack, and these were now strengthened, principally
         by a massive expansion of the redoubt (now known as Fort Amherst) that was situated near the town. The medieval castle at
         Dover in Kent was also enlarged and strengthened with ramparts more suitable for defence against cannon fire and with artillery
         batteries to protect the harbour, while further fortifications were constructed to protect the castle’s weak points on its
         landward side. These defences, begun in 1804, were also still very vulnerable by the time of Trafalgar.
      

      
      Another perceived point of weakness in Kent was Romney Marsh, since its wide flat beaches were ideal for landing an invasion
         force. It would have been possible to flood the marsh, making it an impassable obstacle, but too many people lived and worked
         there. Instead, it was decided to block the route from the beaches to London with a canal that could be used as a defensive
         ditch. This ran in a northerly loop from one part of the coast to another, cutting off Dungeness and the marsh around it from
         the rest of the country. The canal was planned to be 62 feet wide at the surface and 9 feet deep, with the excavated material
         forming a defensive rampart on its inland side as well as a roadway for the rapid movement of troops. Known as the Royal Military
         Canal, it actually varied in width and depth, and at its narrowest was hardly more than half the planned width. Started in
         October 1804, it was finished five years later – a very short time for the construction of a canal that was 28 miles long
         – but once again, it had no defence capability by the time of Trafalgar and was not really effective until it was fully complete.
      

      
      All these coastal defences were designed to slow down and reduce the numbers of an invasion force, allowing more men to be
         gathered to oppose it, but around London itself other protective measures were planned. A defensive line was to run on the north of the city from the River Thames at Battersea
         Bridge through Chelsea to the Paddington Canal and then on to Hampstead, Highgate and the marshes around the River Lea. To
         the south a similar line was planned from the Thames at Wandsworth towards Tooting and Streatham and then through the Norwood
         Hills, Sydenham and up to Deptford, with outworks on Shooter’s Hill and Blackheath. A floating bridge was to span the Thames
         approximately on the line of the modern Blackwall Tunnel in order to connect Blackwall with Greenwich. In all, this provided
         a perimeter around London of over 30 miles in circumference, well outside the city in what was then open countryside. To construct
         permanent defences around this line would have taken time and would have been extremely costly, so it was decided that everything
         was to be put in place ready to construct ramparts and ditches and to defend them with artillery. A register was drawn up
         of men such as labourers, smiths, carpenters and even gardeners, so that in an emergency they could be rapidly conscripted
         to build the defences. Materials and tools were also stockpiled. The positions of the earthworks were surveyed and marked
         out on the ground with stakes, but no actual work was intended unless an invasion took place. It was calculated that an invasion
         force would not be strong enough to besiege a 30-mile-long perimeter around London and would have to attack a particular section.
         The gamble was that while the coastal defences were delaying the invaders, this section could be identified in time so that
         all available resources could be concentrated in the threatened area to construct and man the ramparts. No trace of these
         planned defences remains today.
      

      
      The government was not relying totally on fortifications thrown up at the very last minute in the face of an advancing enemy,
         since in 1804 it also began the construction of an alternative administrative centre to London. This was situated at Weedon Bec in Northamptonshire, a place about as far from the sea as it is possible to be in mainland Britain, and was chosen
         as a last stronghold against invasion. At Weedon Bec storage buildings, barracks, magazines and a royal pavilion to house
         the royal family were built, and from here the government hoped to organise the last-ditch defence of Britain.
      

      
      During the years that all these preparations were being pushed forward on land, Britain was still relying on the ‘wooden walls’
         of its warships to defend the country. Lord St Vincent, then head of the Admiralty, had noted in 1801: ‘Our great reliance
         is on the vigilance and activity of our cruisers at sea,’5 and this held true. While the French and Spanish fleets were kept in port by a British blockade, the fate of the country
         lay on a knife edge, but if sufficient warships managed to evade this blockade, unite and then take control of the English
         Channel, Britain would be invaded. Both sides were well aware of the precarious situation, and as Napoleon said, ‘There is
         but one step from triumph to a fall. I have seen that in the greatest affairs, a little thing has always decided great events.’6 Yet the odds were in Napoleon’s favour; if prevented from invading, he lost very little, as long as he was still in a position
         to try again. It was clear that Britain needed to lift that threat by destroying or capturing a sufficiently large part of
         the French Navy to prevent it escorting an invasion fleet across the Channel. At all costs, Britain must win a decisive battle
         against the French Navy – and that battle would be Trafalgar.
      

   
      
      TWO

      [image: image]

      
      BEFORE THE BATTLE

      
      
      
         I was in truth bewildered by the account of Sir Robert Calder’s Victory, and the joy of the event, together with the hearing
            that John Bull was not content, which I am sorry for … and it most sincerely grieves me, that in any of the [news]papers it should be insinuated,
            that Lord Nelson could have done better. I should have fought the Enemy, so did my friend Calder, but who can say that he
            will be more successful than another?
         

         Letter from Nelson to Captain Fremantle, 16 August 18051

      

      
      To someone swimming in a calm sea, the furthest distance visible was less than a mile at best. From the deck of one of the
         vessels in Nelson’s fleet, the view was substantially improved, but from the lookout station on the mainmast of a warship,
         over 100 feet above the waves, the furthest horizon was nearly 14 miles away, and the highest sails of another ship could
         be seen up to 20 miles off. With this advantage, British ships on patrol outside the Spanish port of Cadiz could keep a close
         watch on the fleet in the harbour without ever needing to sail within range of the enemy shore batteries.
      

      
      The city of Cadiz, about 75 miles north-west along the Spanish coast from Gibraltar, lay at the end of an isthmus and was built on an island, which was originally cut off from the
         mainland by a narrow channel. The entrance to the harbour was to the north, and the Bay of Cadiz, behind the isthmus and the
         city itself, provided shelter from the south-westerly winds and the Atlantic swell, but the scatter of small islands and sandbanks
         made navigation especially difficult for ships under sail. Cadiz was originally established as a port by the Phoenicians,
         perhaps as early as 1100 BC, and was occupied successively by the Carthaginians, the Romans and the Moors before being taken
         from the Muslims in the thirteenth century. In 1812 it would have a brief moment of glory as the capital of Spain, after the
         French had been driven from the Iberian peninsula, and Spain’s first constitution was declared at Cadiz, but primarily it
         was a major Spanish port and naval base.
      

      
      From the sea, the city was impressively exotic to British eyes, as described by Charles Pemberton, a young seaman from Pontypool
         in South Wales who missed the Battle of Trafalgar but was in a ship blockading the same port three years later:
      

      
      What a sight it was when the whole magnificence of the scene was unfolded – laid out to the gaze! When, at the distance of
            about three miles from Cadiz lighthouse, making that a centre, the eye ranged along an outstretched foreground of some twenty-five
            miles (for I won’t call the sea foreground, though it is the nearest object in the picture), from point Chipiona on the one hand, towards Cape Trafalgar
            in the S.E.; the former dwindling off into a low, fine line, as it projected into the sea, and the blue-vapour-looking hills
            about Seville rising over it; the latter (towards Cape Trafalgar) leaving the slopes and hillocks of sand, where the waves
            gently and sportively broke, and rising into a perpendicular and dark, rocky wall, against which the billows dashed angrily
            … then, to an Englishman who has never seen an assemblage of houses and churches, all built of pure white stone, and shining
            beneath a warm sky, the city of Cadiz is an object which fills him with wonder, delight, and admiration; looking, as it does from this point of view, like a gathering of marble palaces:
            he knows not of the narrow and filthy streets, and the thousands of abominations which beset the passenger at every step within
            its walls: he sees nothing but beauty, grandeur, and splendour.2

      
      In October 1805, just before Trafalgar, Vice-Admiral* Lord Nelson was maintaining a blockade of Cadiz, with most of his ships out of sight in the hope of tempting the Combined
         French and Spanish Fleet, under the command of Vice-Admiral Pierre-Charles-Jean-Baptiste-Silvestre de Villeneuve, to leave
         the safety of the harbour. Nelson was hoping for a decisive battle, but at the very least he wanted to prevent Villeneuve
         escaping into the Mediterranean, where the French fleet might be able to evade him and eventually return to the English Channel
         as part of an invasion force. Spain had formally entered the war on Napoleon Bonaparte’s side just a few months earlier, after
         a long period of spurious neutrality during which Spanish ports nevertheless provided supplies and shelter for the French
         Navy. Once the Spanish ships were at Napoleon’s disposal, they were used to strengthen the main French fleet, although most
         were kept in port by the British blockade.
      

      
      Villeneuve had been stuck in port since August, unable to slip past the British ships that were blockading not just Cadiz
         but many other French and Spanish ports in an attempt to keep the enemy ships inactive, not least to prevent an invasion of
         Britain. By early 1805 Napoleon, now ‘Emperor of the French’ after a coronation the previous December, had already set in
         motion several strategies for an invasion that were later modified or rejected. On at least one occasion British Intelligence
         agents found out about part of such a plan, which was abandoned because the element of surprise was lost, but mostly Napoleon’s plans had to be set aside because he did not
         understand the problems of war at sea anywhere near as well as he did the deployment of armies on land. He was used to organising
         grand projects that relied on the fast and reliable transmission of orders to move large armies across the landscape, and
         he wanted to use the same approach for the dispositions of his warships. It was a policy doomed to failure, because he did
         not allow for the vagaries of contacting fleets at sea. This was done through despatches carried by relatively small, lightly
         armed ships that relied on speed and manoeuvrability rather than firepower to elude capture. Speed of communication at sea
         seldom approached that on land, mainly because it was far more difficult to find a ship and deliver messages than for a despatch
         rider on land to take orders to an army. Lines of communication at sea were also at the mercy of wind and weather, and it
         was common practice to send duplicate despatches in different ships to increase the chances of the information reaching its
         destination. In such circumstances, close central control of naval operations was impossible – a fact that Napoleon repeatedly
         failed to grasp.
      

      
      As on land, Napoleon also frequently countermanded his own orders by sending one messenger ship to follow another, without
         any thought that only one, or possibly none, might reach their destination in time. While trying to impose tight control on
         his ships at sea through a constant stream of orders, he produced more chaos than if he had left his admirals to their own
         devices. After so many abandoned invasion plans, he still failed to learn from his mistakes, blaming his subordinates instead.
      

      
      His latest plan was for Vice-Admiral Honoré-Joseph-Antoine Ganteaume to lead his fleet from Brest on the north-west tip of
         France to Martinique in the West Indies. In the meantime Vice-Admiral Villeneuve was to take his fleet from Toulon on the
         south coast of France, collect the Spanish admiral Frederico Carlos Gravina with five Spanish warships from Cadiz, and rendezvous with Ganteaume at Martinique. These combined forces would
         next attack British possessions in the West Indies, thereby drawing British ships away from Europe to deal with this threat.
         They would then return to take control of the English Channel so that the invasion of Britain could take place.
      

      
      Napoleon’s whole strategy was based on deceiving the British; Ganteaume was to leave Brest unseen so that British ships would
         be occupied looking for him; a large enough fleet was to stay at Cadiz to ensure that the British maintained the blockade
         and so could not rapidly reinforce their fleet in the Channel; and Villeneuve was to sail for the West Indies in the hope
         of inducing a large part of the British Navy to give chase. It was a strategy that would work well enough with armies on land,
         but it was far too complicated and too precise to have much chance of working at sea. Because he did not trust his admirals,
         Napoleon also issued increasingly detailed and rigid orders in an attempt to force them to do exactly what he wanted.
      

      
      On 30 March 1805, Villeneuve’s fleet had sailed from Toulon, setting in motion a train of events that would culminate in the
         Battle of Trafalgar nearly seven months later. The first part of Villeneuve’s mission was successful; he avoided the British
         blockade, and Nelson only found out that he had gone four days later. Villeneuve sailed south-west along the coast of Spain
         and through the Straits of Gibraltar, reaching Cadiz on 9 April. Here he sent a despatch to Admiral Gravina to say that he
         thought Nelson’s fleet was already in pursuit and there was no time to lose, to which Gravina replied that he would set sail
         immediately. Villeneuve pressed on towards Martinique, but when Gravina’s fleet tried to set sail, the cables of some ships
         were found to be entangled, causing a delay of several hours. As a result only one Spanish ship caught up with Villeneuve
         – the rest eventually joined him at Martinique on 26 May, ten days after his arrival.
      

      
      To the British, this French initiative was a disaster. A large force of French and Spanish ships had evaded the blockade and now their whereabouts were unknown. Once informed of Villeneuve’s
         escape, Nelson first thought that the destination was within the Mediterranean. He immediately sailed to Sicily in the hope
         of picking up news of the French fleet – but Villeneuve had sailed west, past Gibraltar, and it was only on 18 April, when
         Villeneuve had already reached the West Indies, that Nelson learned the direction that the French had taken. Guessing their
         destination correctly this time, Nelson acted on his own initiative, sent the Admiralty in London a despatch informing them
         of his intentions and led his fleet westwards in hot pursuit.
      

      
      In Brest, Ganteaume saw no hope of managing to slip from the port unseen, and although he sent Napoleon repeated requests
         for permission to attack the British blockade, he was consistently refused. In the end, his fleet never did sail to rendezvous
         with Villeneuve. As news of events reached the Admiralty and filtered through to the various squadrons blockading French and
         Spanish ports, these squadrons were redeployed and reinforced to make the blockade as tight as possible and also to guard
         against any action that Villeneuve’s fleet might take on its return.
      

      
      Nelson’s squadron arrived at Barbados on 4 June, and by the 7th Villeneuve, who had already captured a British outpost and
         a convoy of fifteen merchant ships, received word of Nelson’s arrival. Villeneuve also received revised orders from Napoleon,
         changing the plans yet again. He was now supposed to stay a further twenty-five days, allowing time for Ganteaume to arrive,
         which would keep his squadron in Martinique until 22 June. Villeneuve was not inclined to wait. Having achieved the primary
         aim of his mission in drawing a large British force away from Europe, he ignored every other order and set sail for home on
         11 June, accompanied by Admiral Gravina and his ships. Nelson continued to cruise through the islands trying to find him – it would be another four days before the news reached him and he could renew the chase.
      

      
      On 22 July, moving slowly on a light wind through intermittent fog off Cape Finisterre on the west coast of Spain, Villeneuve’s
         squadron came in sight of a British fleet* commanded by Vice-Admiral Sir Robert Calder. When both sides realised what had happened, they made hasty preparations for
         battle, as Villeneuve later reported:
      

      
      We steered towards the Enemy, who steered towards us in a long Line … The fog began to disperse. As soon as my Signal was
            seen by Admiral Gravina, he immediately obeyed it with much resolution, and was followed by all the Vessels of the Fleet.
            As soon as he closed, he engaged the Enemy’s Ships, which had already begun their movement before the Wind. But the fog then
            became so thick that it was impossible to see any thing, and each Ship could scarcely see the Vessel next to it. The Battle
            then began almost along the whole line. We fired by the light of the Enemy’s fire almost always without seeing them … An excessively
            thick fog covered the whole Van and Rear of the Squadron, and prevented us from executing any movement. As far as I could
            see, all the advantage of the Combat was with us. The fog did not abate during the remainder of the evening. During the night
            the two Squadrons [French and Spanish] remained in sight, making Signals to keep together. I thought, however, I perceived
            that the Enemy retreated. As soon as the day broke we saw them much to leeward† of us … At the first peep of dawn, I made Signal to bear down upon the Enemy, who had taken their position at a great distance;
            and endeavoured, by every possible press of sail, to avoid renewing the Action. Finding it impossible to force them to a re-engagement,
            I thought it my duty not to remove any further from the line of my destination, but so to shape my course as to effect, agreeably
            to my instructions, a junction with the Squadron in Ferrol.3

      
      A letter from an anonymous British officer on board one of the ships in Calder’s squadron gives a rather different view:

      
      About two [in the afternoon] we were considerably within gun-shot of the Enemy’s advanced Squadron … Thus the Action commenced:
            our leading Ship, the Hero, 74 [74 guns], tacked immediately the Enemy opened their fire on us, and commenced a heavy cannonading on them in return.
            It continued with unremitting fury for three hours and a half, when we saw (on clearing of the fog at intervals) the French
            Line to windward, and two Ships disabled, although we could not at the time distinguish whether they belonged to the Enemy
            or us … Had the weather been clear, I have no hesitation in saying they would have been completely defeated – but the fog
            prevented our Ships getting near enough (they not being discernible but at intervals) and the French being to windward were
            too wise to come nearer to us.4

      
      Two Spanish ships, the San Raphael and the Firma, were captured, and the combined French and Spanish squadron generally had the worst of the battle, with some of the ships
         being badly mauled. For two days afterwards both squadrons hovered in the fog, unwilling to join battle again but equally
         unwilling to leave the scene. It was not until 25 July that they both sailed off in different directions. The Spanish had
         taken the brunt of the conflict; at one point their six ships had engaged the entire British force of fifteen warships, their
         bravery making a deep impression on the British crews. Although this was technically a British victory, Villeneuve was not
         stopped in his tracks, but was allowed to sail on to the shelter of Vigo Bay in north-west Spain. Calder was later censured
         for failing to do more to hinder the enemy fleet – immediately before Trafalgar he had to return to Portsmouth to face a court martial, leaving Nelson’s fleet short of a warship.
      

      
      When news of Calder’s confrontation with Villeneuve reached Britain, The Times put on a brave face, using convoluted compliments in a report published on Saturday 10 August: ‘We should regret if Lord
         Nelson were deprived of the chief honours of a victory which his extraordinary sagacity and unparalleled activity have well
         deserved; but we should lament exceedingly, if any sentiment of exclusion should interfere, and render it less decisive than
         we expect. We are persuaded none can. That great Commander is too rich in laurels, to be impoverished by the dropping of a
         few leaves, from his many wreaths, upon his companions in arms.’5

      
      The same report relayed the news that Nelson’s fleet had reached Gibraltar from the West Indies on 19 July. Nelson calculated
         that his ships had travelled over 6600 miles in pursuit of Villeneuve. It was a bitter irony that in his haste to catch up
         with his quarry, he had unknowingly overtaken him, reaching the Mediterranean even before Villeneuve’s encounter with Calder.
         Nelson went ashore at Rosia Bay in Gibraltar on 20 July 1805, the first time he had set foot on land for over two years, having
         last set sail on 16 June 1803. During this time he had been blockading the French Mediterranean ports and from the beginning
         of 1805 he had been occupied with chasing Villeneuve’s fleet across the Atlantic. Now that the French and the Spanish fleets
         had eluded him, Nelson returned to England for leave that was long overdue.
      

      
      When Napoleon received news of Villeneuve’s clash with Calder, he was furious: ‘ “What a chance Villeneuve has missed”, he
         exclaimed! “He could, on arriving at Brest from the open sea, have played prisoners’ base with Calder’s squadron and dealt
         with Cornwallis, or, with his 30 ships, defeat the English and gain a decided supremacy.”’6 This might have been true for Nelson or one of the other top British admirals, but Villeneuve was constrained and unnerved by an endless succession of detailed orders from an erratic emperor.
      

      
      Villeneuve’s fleet was now in a weakened state, already damaged by storms on the way to and from the West Indies and further
         battered in the encounter with Calder’s squadron. The ships were low on food and water and had many sick or wounded men. As
         Vigo had no resources to refit the fleet or cope with large numbers of men needing hospital treatment, Villeneuve only stayed
         long enough to deal with the most pressing repairs. The fleet left there on 27 July to sail north along the Spanish coast
         to Corunna and Ferrol, where it stayed until 11 August. By this time Napoleon had heard more accurate reports of the events
         in the West Indies and the battle with Calder. In his critical tirade he made unfavourable comparisons between the performance
         of Villeneuve and the French Navy, and that of Admiral Gravina and his Spaniards. Revising his invasion plans yet again, Napoleon
         sent orders for Villeneuve to sail with the Combined French and Spanish Fleet to meet him at Boulogne, where he was waiting
         with an invasion army of over 160,000 men ready to embark for England.
      

      
      Villeneuve therefore left the shelter of Corunna and Ferrol, knowing that any number of British fleets might be out searching
         for him. On sighting a group of ships two days later, he did not stop to find out whether they were hostile or not, but headed
         straight for Cadiz – an option sanctioned in one of Napoleon’s earlier sets of orders. Villeneuve’s fleet reached the safety
         of Cadiz without mishap on 21 August, but Napoleon did not receive the news until two weeks later. ‘That is certainly treason,’
         he ranted. ‘That is unspeakable … Villeneuve is a wretch who must be sent packing in disgrace … he would sacrifice everything
         provided he saved his own skin.’7

      
      At this time Vice-Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood was stationed off Cadiz with a small force to ensure that the ships blockaded
         in the harbour did not slip out to join a larger fleet. He was as surprised as Napoleon to find out Villeneuve’s destination, as he related in a letter to his sister:
      

      
      We were close to the light house of Cadiz when at 6 o’clock in the morning we discovered first 6 sail, and soon after 26.
            I soon made out what they were, and called in any detached ships – jogging off slowly as people do when they are sullen. For
            as the Spaniards had eight sail in the port, 4 of them ready to come in a moment, and I was exactly between the two, I did
            not chuse to shew any alarm which might rouse their activity. The Combined Fleet [led by Villeneuve] had run down about 2
            hours when 16 sail of them parted from the rest and gave chase to us … I had only 3 [war]ships, Dreadnought, Colossus, and Achilles, with the Niger frigate. We ran until we had the gut of Gibraltar open and then put an impudent face on our shabby weak state. We shortened
            sail* and I sent the Colossus (an excellent sailor) to reconnoitre them more closely … Whether they suspected by these movements that we had discovered
            a reinforcement or were afraid of being drawn through the Streights and separated from the body of their fleet, I do not know,
            but soon after, they all hauled off and made the best of their way to Cadiz.8

      
      His bluff having succeeded, Collingwood immediately sent a message to the Admiralty, giving the position of Villeneuve’s fleet,
         but it would take nearly two weeks for the news from Cadiz to reach London. The day after Collingwood sent it, Napoleon made
         a crucial decision. He may have been relatively ignorant about naval warfare, but he did have an instinct for timing and he
         realised that time was running out. He knew that England was building and financing a coalition of forces against him in Europe
         and had signed a pact with Austria. If he could invade Britain, the supply of money would be cut and the coalition would collapse. Failing this, he would have to move his invasion army eastwards to destroy the elements
         of the coalition while they were individually weak enough to defeat. If he did not move quickly, France itself could be invaded
         from the east.
      

      
      Throughout the summer of 1805, as Napoleon became increasingly frustrated by his own navy, which seemed to be deliberately
         obstructing his plans, he grew more and more concerned about the situation on the Continent. The French treasury was almost
         exhausted, the French people wanted peace, and the longer he continued to delay, the greater was the possibility that he would
         be deposed. On 26 August, nearly two months before Trafalgar, Napoleon made his decision – the invasion of England must wait.
         In early September, Napoleon learned that his instinct had been correct, as the Austrian Army was already heading for Munich.
         Using the troops marshalled around Boulogne and those gathering inland, he planned to take this army of 200,000 men into Germany,
         right across to Austria and into Italy, to prevent the Russian armies joining up with those from Austria. He must defeat each
         of the European powers individually, before they had a chance to unite into an overwhelming force. Only when he had a firm
         grip on Continental Europe could he again afford to turn his attention directly to England; until then, the invasion would
         be postponed. By the time of Trafalgar, the French troops on the Channel coast had already broken camp and marched eastwards.
         In London, although it was not known that the invasion had been deferred, it was obvious that some major strategy had been
         set in motion. A feeling of fear and anxiety prevailed, and the newspaper reports from the Continent were all ‘darkness and
         despondency’.9

      
      On 19 August 1805, two days before Collingwood sent his message to the Admiralty, Viscount Horatio Nelson set foot in England
         and headed straight for Merton. These were his last days with Emma Hamilton, widow of Sir William Hamilton, who had been British Ambassador to the court of the Kingdom of the
         Two Sicilies at Naples (a kingdom comprising the whole of southern Italy as well as Sicily itself). The relationship between
         Nelson and Emma has often been portrayed as that of a vulnerable hero seduced by a calculating courtesan – a view that stemmed
         largely from the Victorian need to explain away a ‘fault’ in an otherwise exemplary man. The truth was somewhat different.
      

      
      Nelson had married his wife, Frances, in 1787, and their early years together were blighted by his inability to obtain another
         post because he had fallen out of favour with some of the Lords of the Admiralty. He finally went back to sea in 1793 and
         did not see his wife for four years. When he returned in July 1797 he was a changed man, white-haired and haggard with stress
         and pain, having just lost his right arm. Frances nursed him back to health, in what was probably their happiest time together,
         and he returned to duty the following year. Yet while Frances remained devoted to her husband, the idea that Nelson himself
         was happy in his marriage until he met Emma is also something of a myth.
      

      
      When he first met Emma at Naples in 1793, he seems to have been much more focused on the political situation. Considering
         that at the time Emma was thought to be one of the most beautiful women in Europe, if not the most beautiful, her initial impact on Nelson seems disappointing. There is no record of his making any appreciable impression
         on her either, but he impressed Sir William: ‘On Sir William Hamilton’s returning home, after having first beheld Captain
         Nelson, he told his lady that he was about to introduce a little man to her acquaintance, who could not boast of being very
         handsome. “But,” added Sir William, “this man, who is an English naval officer, Captain Nelson, will become the greatest man
         that ever England produced. I know it, from the few words of conversation I have already had with him. I pronounce, that he will one day astonish the world.”’10 While this story may have been later embellished to make Sir William appear more prescient than he actually was, there is
         much more evidence at this point of a strong mutual respect and good working relationship between Sir William and Nelson than
         of any sort of relationship between Nelson and Emma. After a few days, Nelson left Naples and was not to meet Emma again for
         nearly five years; indeed, a few months later he was involved in a liaison with an Italian opera singer at Livorno.
      

      
      Nelson next met Emma when he was returning victorious after the Battle of the Nile in 1798. He was then nearly forty-three
         years old and had changed dramatically. As a result of the recent battle, he was still suffering from concussion, a bruised
         face and a wound over his left eye. These were the least of his injuries, since he had been wounded in the back at the siege
         of Bastia in Corsica in 1794. That same year he had lost the sight of his right eye when it was grazed by a stone flung up
         by a cannon-ball at the siege of Calvi, also in Corsica, and his right arm had been amputated in 1797 after his elbow was
         shattered by a musket-ball in a battle at Santa Cruz, Tenerife. All this was on top of problems from an abdominal hernia resulting
         from a lesser wound, the legacy of various fevers and recurrent bouts of malaria. Emma, too, had changed. The majority of
         her surviving portraits were painted when she was in her early twenties, but in 1798 she was thirty-three and had put on weight
         (some observers already regarded her as fat). Her features no longer had the first flush of youth, and her enemies described
         them as coarse – she was still beautiful, but had lost some of her brilliance. At this time, Sir William Hamilton was sixty-eight,
         worn out by his diplomatic duties, and becoming prone to illness.
      

      
      After the Battle of the Nile, Nelson stayed with the Hamiltons to recover from his wounds and during this time a deep love
         affair developed between him and Emma, to which Sir William tactfully turned a blind eye. Although an apparently unlikely couple, they had more in common than was instantly
         obvious. Coming from poor and humble backgrounds (he was a son of a country parson who, through his wife, was related to the
         gentry; she was a blacksmith’s daughter), both Nelson and Emma had seized every opportunity to enhance their careers – with
         many enemies jealous of their success. Both were intelligent and able (as well as having diplomatic skills, Emma was a good
         linguist and had a talent for acting and singing), and both maintained a public persona that did not entirely fit their real
         characters. There was a bond of mutual understanding as well as love between them.
      

      
      At the end of 1798, as a French army swept through Italy, Nelson evacuated the Hamiltons and the royal family of the Kingdom
         of the Two Sicilies from Naples to Palermo. Nelson himself stayed on in this area of the Mediterranean, but after several
         hints from his superiors to return home, he eventually had to be recalled to England. He travelled overland through Europe
         accompanied by the Hamiltons on a journey that came to resemble a celebrity tour; everywhere he was greeted as a hero following
         his victory over Napoleon in Egypt. The party arrived in London in November 1800, and Nelson was reunited with his wife, but
         he rapidly realised that the marriage was over. Although she had heard reliable reports of Nelson’s relationship with Emma,
         Frances Nelson still loved her husband, but he could no longer face living with her. By the end of February the following
         year, he put into action a formal separation from his wife, giving her a settlement of half his income: £1800 a year. There
         was no possibility of a divorce, because this would require an Act of Parliament, for which it was necessary to prove cruelty.
         Although in the short time that he had been back in England, he had rebuffed his wife at every turn and had generally behaved
         badly towards her, there had been no physical cruelty and mental cruelty was not then recognised.
      

      
      Two weeks after Nelson completed the financial settlement on his wife, he was back at sea, although he returned to England
         briefly in June 1801. He then joined the fleet protecting the Channel, but on 1 October an armistice was signed between Britain
         and France, and so on 22 October, just four years before Trafalgar, Nelson was in England once again. While he had been away,
         Emma, acting as his agent, had bought and furnished a house and grounds for him at Merton in Surrey. She had also borne him
         a child – a daughter named Horatia. It must be assumed that Sir William knew about this, but if so, he was one of only very
         few. Her birth was kept so secret that even after Nelson publicly acknowledged the child as his, nobody suspected that Emma
         was the mother.
      

      
      For over a year Nelson and the Hamiltons lived together in relative harmony at Merton, but Sir William, now in his seventies,
         was growing increasing frail. In April 1803 he died, with Nelson and Emma at his bedside – both genuinely grieved at his death.
         In some ways, it was the end of an idyll. Emma’s share of Sir William’s legacy did not adequately provide for her needs, and
         even that amount was reduced because she was cheated out of part of it by one of his relatives. Pleas for Sir William’s hard-won
         pension to be transferred to her, or for her to be granted a pension in her own right, met prevarication and silence – it
         was a foretaste of how she would be treated after Nelson’s death. A month after Sir William died, Nelson was ordered to prepare
         for sea. He sailed on 16 June 1803, returning to Merton only on 20 August 1805, after failing to find Villeneuve in the chase
         across the Atlantic and back. Nelson and Emma had just twenty-five days together, before he left Merton on Friday 13 September
         to set sail on his final voyage that ended at Trafalgar.
      

   
      
      THREE
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      THE STAGE IS SET

      
      
      
         What think you, my own dearest love? At this moment the Enemy are coming out, and as if determined to have a fair fight; all
            night they have been making signals, and the morning showed them to us getting under sail. They have thirty-four sail of the
            line, and five Frigates. Lord Nelson, I am sorry to say, has but twenty-seven sail of the line with him; the rest are at Gibraltar,
            getting water … I want him to have so many as to make the most decisive battle of it that ever was, which will bring us a
            lasting Peace, I hope, and some prize-money.
         

         The start of a letter from Captain Blackwood in the frigate
 Euryalus to his wife Harriet, written on 19 October 18051

      

      
      With Villeneuve in harbour at Cadiz and all the major elements of the French and Spanish navies accounted for, the Admiralty
         redeployed its forces to tighten the British cordon. As yet unaware that ships were being despatched to strengthen his fleet
         and that Nelson was on his way to take command, Vice-Admiral Collingwood awaited instructions and reinforcements from Britain.
         In the meantime he had to continue the tedious vigil outside Cadiz, pretending to send signals to an imaginary fleet, while the crews of his ships maintained the monotonous daily routine of sailing up and down the Spanish coast.
      

      
      Being continuously at sea took its own toll of the men, but having to remain constantly vigilant greatly added to the stress
         of everyone aboard. When on blockade duty off Brest in August 1803, Collingwood had written to his father-in-law: ‘I am lying
         off the entrance of Brest harbour to watch the motions of the French fleet. Our information respecting them is very vague,
         but we know they have four- or five-and-twenty great ships, which makes it necessary to be alert and keep our eyes open at
         all times. I therefore bid adieu to snug beds and comfortable naps at night, never lying down but in my clothes … We hear
         no news here, and cannot be in more complete seclusion from the world, with only one object in view – that of preventing the
         French from doing harm.’2 Being at sea for such long periods also caused a dangerous deterioration in the ships, and four months later Collingwood
         was complaining to his father-in-law about the state of his own flagship:
      

      
      I came in from sea [to Cawsand Bay, near Plymouth in Devon] with orders to refresh my ship’s company, and, poor creatures,
         they have been almost worked to death ever since. We began by discovering slight defects in the ship; and the farther we went
         in the examination, the more important they appeared, until at last she was discovered to be so completely rotten as to be
         unfit for sea. We have been sailing for the last six months with only a sheet of copper* between us and eternity.3

      
      The French and Spanish ships in Cadiz harbour were not much better off, so in an attempt to boost morale Villeneuve exaggerated
         to his men the weaknesses of the blockading British ships: ‘Nothing should astonish us in the appearance of an English squadron;
         their 74-gun ships do not have 500 men on board; they are worn out through cruising for two years; they are not braver than us, and have infinitely less grounds
         for enthusiasm and love of country; they are skilful at manoeuvring; but in a month we shall be as skilled. Finally, everything
         is coming together to give us confidence of the most glorious success and of a new era for the seamen of the empire.’4 Despite Villeneuve’s remarks on the state of the British vessels, the French ships and their crews were themselves in poor
         condition after their recent journey to the West Indies and back.
      

      
      When new, British ships were often reckoned to be inferior to French and Spanish ones, although the differences between the
         ships of the three navies were much less obvious than the similarities. Ship design was always a compromise – a trade-off
         between speed, strength, stability, carrying capacity and manoeuvrability. Many of these qualities were determined largely,
         or wholly, by the shape of the hull, and it was mainly subtle differences in hull structure that distinguished ships of different
         nations. In general, French ships were built for speed, while the British placed more emphasis on strength. The French and
         Spanish vessels tended to be better designed, so that whenever one of their ships was captured, improvements would be copied
         and used in the construction of new British ships. The French and Spanish themselves copied from each other, as well as imitating
         any improvements made by British shipbuilders, so that the ships of the three navies eventually became very similar.
      

      
      The actual methods of construction were one of the main reasons why ships deteriorated so quickly. Curved pieces of timber
         were usually cut from suitably shaped branches and trunks, selected before the trees were felled. Often these pieces, and
         many others, were taken straight from the forest to the shipyard, and without any effective preservatives such unseasoned
         wood had a limited lifespan. A ship took several years to build, and for most of that time both the interior and the exterior
         timbers were exposed in all weathers, with a consequence that some ships were badly rotten even before they were launched. Because the causes of wood rot were then unknown and attempts at preservation
         relied on trial and error, most ships were kept at sea by constant repairs and refitting, whose cost far outweighed the initial
         sum spent on building the ship.
      

      
      During the blockading duties, just about the only thing the sailors had to break the boredom was the twice-daily issue of
         grog – with their dinner at noon and their supper at four o’clock. Grog was originally one part rum to four parts water with
         the addition of lemon juice and brown sugar – a drink invented by Admiral Edward Vernon in 1740 in an attempt to reduce drunkenness
         by diluting the rum, with lemon juice being added to help prevent scurvy. Because his nickname was ‘Old Grogram’, from the
         grogram* that he habitually wore, the name ‘grog’ transferred to the drink. At the time of Trafalgar, the rum allowance was a quarter
         of a pint at a time (a total of half a pint per day), but this was in ‘wine measure’, which was roughly one-fifth less than
         an imperial half-pint and equivalent to the modern US half-pint. Each serving was usually topped up with three-quarters of
         a pint of water to make a full pint, but might be watered down further or withheld as a punishment. Sailors in the sickbay
         were not allowed grog or tobacco, which made them reluctant to report sick.
      

      
      Grog was the favourite drink among sailors, but it was really a substitute for beer. Their official allowance was a ‘wine
         measure’ gallon (a US gallon, roughly four-fifths of an imperial gallon, or 3.785 litres) of beer a day. This was brewed by
         the Admiralty and was mainly drunk in port and on short voyages. Because beer did not keep well, it was drunk first on longer
         voyages, and when supplies ran out, grog was issued instead. In the Mediterranean especially, wine was often substituted instead
         of beer according to the ratio of one pint of wine to one gallon of beer. Spanish wine was particularly favoured by the authorities,
         but not always by the sailors, who preferred beer or grog. Red wine had the derogatory nickname ‘black strap’ and was of poor
         quality, full of sediment and very unpopular. To be stationed in the Mediterranean, where this wine was commonly served to
         the seamen, was known as being ‘black-strapped’. The more acceptable fiery white Spanish Mistela wine was pronounced ‘Miss
         Taylor’.
      

      
      Apart from keeping up morale, these alcoholic drinks were much more palatable than the water, while the addition of rum or
         wine to the water went some way towards disinfecting it. The few men who abstained from alcohol drank tea or cocoa – no one
         drank the water undisguised if they could avoid it. The water was generally collected from rivers, without any attempt to
         filter or purify it, and was stored in wooden casks that were reused again and again. After a few days in a cask, the water
         was putrid, but it often grew sweet and drinkable once more. After a few more weeks of storage in the hold it became stagnant
         and slimy with fronds of green algae, and it stank, as William Badcock recorded when aboard the Montague in 1801: ‘We… sailed for Coron, in the Morea [Greece], to procure wood, water, and fresh provisions, of which we stood very
         much in need, the scurvy having begun to make its appearance from our long continuance at sea upon bad salt[ed meat] and other
         food of the worst quality. The bread was full of maggots and weevils, the flour musty, and swarming with insects, the water
         so putrid, thick and stinking, that often I have held my nose with my hand while I drank it strained through my pocket handkerchief.’5

      
      The other luxury on which sailors relied was tobacco, which, like liquor, was issued free. Sailors received 2 pounds per month,
         in the form of dried leaves complete with stalk, and they usually prepared the leaves by soaking them in rum and then tightly
         rolling them in a canvas sheet. This package was completely bound with a length of wet cord, producing a cigar-shaped object about 1 foot long, called a ‘perique’ or ‘prick’. As the
         cord dried, it tightened the package and compressed the rolled tobacco, which matured while stored in this way. Tobacco was
         largely chewed because the only place below decks where smoking was permitted was in the galley, and opportunities to smoke
         on deck were infrequent, particularly during bad weather. Apart from the effect of the nicotine, the raw, hot, bitter taste
         produced by chewing the tobacco relieved some of the seamen’s craving for different flavours that arose from the bland and
         boring diet they endured on long voyages. A quid of tobacco would last all day, could be kept overnight and was good for a
         second day’s chewing.
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