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Dedication

Keith Randell (1943–2002)

The Access to History series was conceived and developed by Keith, who created a series to ‘cater for students as they are, not as we might wish them to be’. He leaves a living legacy of a series that for over 20 years has provided a trusted, stimulating and well-loved accompaniment to post-16 study. Our aim with these new editions is to continue to offer students the best possible support for their studies.
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Chapter 1 The British Navy and the French Wars 1793–1815


The French Revolutionary Wars (1793–1802) and the Napoleonic Wars (1803–15) lasted for over twenty years, with a short break following the Peace of Amiens (March 1802 to May 1803). The wars were world wars in all but name, fought not just in Europe but in the Caribbean, Africa and India. On several occasions Britain faced the threat of invasion. In the event, Britain survived and won. This chapter will examine the contribution made by the Royal Navy and the nation as a whole to British victory. It will do so by examining the following themes:


	•  The Royal Navy

	•  The naval war 1793–7

	•  The Nelson touch 1798–1805

	•  The Royal Navy 1806–15

	•  The British war effort 1793–1815
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Key dates



	1793
	 
	France declared war on Britain



	1794
	 
	Battle of the Glorious First of June



	1797
	Feb.
	Battle of Cape St Vincent



	 
	April–May
	Naval mutinies at Spithead and the Nore



	1797
	Oct.
	Battle of Camperdown



	1798
	 
	Battle of the Nile



	1801
	 
	Battle of Copenhagen



	1802–3
	 
	Peace of Amiens



	1805
	 
	Battle of Trafalgar



	1812–14
	 
	The War of 1812
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1 The Royal Navy
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	•  How well prepared for war was the navy in 1793?
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For almost half the eighteenth century, Britain was engaged in military conflict with France. Britain was generally successful. However, the War of American Independence (1775–83) had ended in British defeat. While Britain lost its American colonies, the Royal Navy ensured that Britain escaped invasion and clung on to the rest of its empire. After 1783, Britain, unlike all other European countries, kept a considerable number of ships at sea. In 1792, there were 125 ships in commission, ensuring that 20,000 officers and seamen maintained their skills.


Naval warfare in the late eighteenth century

The navy’s ships were built of wood and were dependent on sails for movement. The main battleships were called ships of the line. Usually carrying more than 70 guns, they had crews of many hundreds of men. The navy also relied on frigates. These were smaller but faster ships, usually carrying 28–36 guns. Frigates were in continual action, patrolling, scouting or conveying merchantmen. There were also smaller ships – sloops and gunboats – which were used on convoy and blockade duty.
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Merchantmen Trading ships.

Broadsides The firing of all the guns on one side of a ship simultaneously.

Marines Soldiers on board ships.
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In battle, warships raked the enemy with broadsides. If ships came together, they might be boarded by crews and marines from the other side. Captured ships were repaired, given a new name and then put back into use.


Blockade

The navy tried to prevent enemy ships from leaving port. Two methods were used:


	•  A close blockade, where the main fleet sailed near to the enemy port.

	•  An open blockade, where the main fleet was in a home port or miles away at sea and frigates patrolled the coast off the enemy port. If enemy ships put to sea, some of the frigates informed the fleet.





Gunnery

Since 1745 every Royal Navy ship was obliged to perform daily gunnery practice (see Source A). Most British ships carried 32-pounder guns which could fire a cannon ball weighing approximately 32 pounds (14.5 kg). Each gun was manned by a team of seven sailors. A gun captain was responsible for aiming and firing. Guns weighed three tons and recoiled on firing. They then had to be hauled back to the gun-port. This laborious work was conducted by men in a crouching position: the maximum height below decks was five feet six inches (168 cm). The speed at which guns fired usually determined the outcome of naval battles. British seamen could unleash a broadside every minute and a half – much faster than their enemies.
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SOURCE A

Francis Spilsbury, a ship’s surgeon, describing gun drill in 1805, quoted in Ben Wilson, Empire of the Deep, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 2013, p. 390.

On the beat of a drum, the men immediately fly to their quarters; and their being so constant in that point of duty, increases their agility, gives them confidence in their own powers, and prevents much of that confusion, which with those less disciplined must necessarily ensue – even the little powder-boy would be ashamed of being reproached by his ship mates, for not knowing his duty. On these occasions, a general silence prevails, all attentively listening for the word of command.
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[image: ] According to Source A, why were British naval gunnery crews so good?
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Naval officers

Most British naval officers came from the professional middle classes. Many were sons or relations of naval officers. Usually embarking on their naval careers at an early age, they learned the ropes (literally) as lowly midshipmen. As well as getting practical experience in all aspects of naval life, midshipmen were taught crucial skills: mathematics, astronomy and navigation. Family influence could ensure that some officers (like Horatio Nelson, for example) were fast-tracked.

British officers born in the 1750s and 1760s had gained valuable experience of naval warfare in the American War of Independence. So too had French naval officers. But many of the latter had fled the country or been guillotined during the French Revolution. Thus, French officers after 1793 usually lacked the experience of their British counterparts.
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French Revolution The term used to describe the political turbulence in France 1789–94. These years saw the overthrow (and execution) of King Louis XVI and an attempted destruction of the aristocracy.

Landsmen Men with no seafaring or riverboat experience.
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Naval crews

After 1793 the navy’s strength was usually around 120,000 men, climbing to over 140,000 sailing in 1000 vessels by 1812.


Recruitment

Britain did not impose conscription. Given that voluntary recruitment did not provide enough men to service the fleet in wartime, the navy relied on impressment. Although most Britons opposed conscription, impressment was accepted as it was seen as vital for the navy and thus for the nation’s survival. The Impressment Service had the power to force seafarers aged between 15 and 55 to join the Royal Navy. Press gangs were sent out to round up suitable men in and around ports. Captains were also allowed to press into service seamen from merchant ships at sea, provided they replaced the men they took with men from their own ships – invariably malcontents or landsmen. By 1805 half the Royal Navy’s crews were made of pressed men. In addition to impressment, Britain used the Quota System, whereby each county was required to supply a certain number of volunteers, based on its population and the number of its seaports. In order to meet their quotas, counties frequently offered criminals the option of volunteering for the navy rather than completing their sentences.

Many sailors were not British. HMS Caledonia, for example, had Swedes, Frenchmen, Portuguese, North Americans, Caribbean people, Brazilians, Germans, Italians, African men and Russians on board.



Conditions

Able-bodied naval seamen in 1793 were paid 22s. 6d. (£1.12½) a month. (Merchant seamen were usually paid twice as much.) There had been no wage increase since 1652 and pay was often months in arrears. Life on board a warship was not pleasant:


	•  Sailors, who slept in hammocks, were permitted a width of just 14 inches (35 cm) per man.

	•  Food, while plentiful by the standards of the day, tended to be monotonous. But at least there was a realisation that sailors needed to have fresh fruit and vegetables to prevent scurvy.

	•  Work was hard physically.

	•  Discipline was harsh. Those who broke the rules could expect to be flogged with the cat-o’-nine-tails.

	•  Sailors could be at sea for years at a time.
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Scurvy A disease caused by deficiency of vitamin C. The symptoms are weakness and aching joints and muscles, progressing to bleeding of the gums and other organs.

Cat-o’-nine-tails A whip with nine knotted tails.

Prize money Captured enemy ships were sold. The money made was then allotted to the men. Officers took the lion’s share but ordinary crewmen did receive something.

Comptroller of the Navy The man who headed the Navy Board, which was responsible for building and maintaining ships.

Coppering Covering a ship’s hull with copper sheeting to protect it from wear and tear.

Forecastle The raised deck at the front of a ship.

Grapeshot Iron shot, contained in a canvas bag, that scattered widely when fired.
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Sailors’ main hope was capturing an enemy ship and winning prize money.



Discipline and teamwork

The foundation of Britain’s naval strength was the discipline and teamwork shown by thousands of seamen. While some operated guns, others worked aloft, furling and unfurling sails. The Royal Navy’s strength was based on ships that hummed like well-oiled machines, each part contributing to the smooth running of the whole. It was no easy matter teaching raw recruits and discontented pressed men to accept the need for the unquestioning obedience that made a ship safe at sea and fit for battle. This could be achieved by driving seamen to work with the continual threat of punishment. Other officers preferred to win the love and respect of their crews.




The navy 1783–93

The British Navy ruled the waves for most of the eighteenth century, principally because of the superiority of British seamanship and gunnery. While the navy had retained its dominance for most of the American War of Independence, that conflict had exposed some shortcomings, and efforts were made to address these in the decade before 1793.

In the 1780s the Conservative (Tory) Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger developed a good working relationship with the Comptroller of the Navy, Rear Admiral Charles Middleton, a determined reformer:


	•  Dockyards were more closely supervised to eliminate waste and corruption.

	•  Middleton was the brains behind coppering the fleet, which meant that warships needed fewer repairs.

	•  Massive stocks of timber and rope were built up.

	•  New docks were constructed at Portsmouth and Plymouth.
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William Pitt (the Younger) (1759–1806)

Entered Parliament in 1781. He became chancellor of the exchequer in 1782 and was twice prime minister, in 1783–1801 and 1804–6.
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Great strides were also made in naval gunnery. The carronade, developed by the Carron ironworks in Falkirk, was a triumph of industrial innovation. Light, able to swivel and with a short, fat muzzle, the carronade was fitted to the forecastles and sterns of warships. Nicknamed the ‘smasher’, it could be fired rapidly. When loaded with grapeshot, it made mincemeat of sailors and marines on an opposing ship’s upper decks. The French failed to produce a close-range weapon as good as the carronade.

Long-range guns were also developed:


	•  The Ordnance Board insisted that every new gun was fired 30 times before it was accepted.

	•  Gunlocks replaced slowmatches. Slowmatches had to be held against a gun’s priming powder. Thus, gun captains had to position themselves beside the gun and hope the gunpowder ignited and fired. Gunlocks were more efficient because the gun captain stood back from the gun, aimed, and when the time was ripe yanked on a lanyard that set off a firing mechanism. Broadsides became faster and more accurate as a result.
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Ordnance Board The government agency responsible for arms, armaments and munitions.

Gunlock The mechanism in some guns by which the charge is exploded.

Slowmatch A slow-burning rope used for firing a gun.

Lanyard A short piece of rope.
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Thanks to Middleton’s administrative zeal and Pitt’s willingness to spend money on naval defence, the Royal Navy was better prepared for war in 1793 than the navies of France and Spain.
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Summary diagram: The Royal Navy
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2 The naval war 1793–7
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	•  How dominant was the Royal Navy between 1793 and 1797?
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In February 1793 Revolutionary France declared war on Britain. At first the Royal Navy’s task looked easy, given that the French Navy had been allowed to run down and many of its officers were inexperienced (see page 3). However, retaining supremacy proved a major challenge for the Royal Navy.


Toulon

In August 1793 Admiral Hood, who commanded the British Mediterranean fleet, seized Toulon, the main French naval base in the Mediterranean. The arrival of a French army forced him to abandon the port in December. Before departing, he captured or destroyed a large number of French ships.



The Battle of the Glorious First of June

The Royal Navy blockaded French ports on the Atlantic coast, particularly Brest. In 1794, Lord Howe, who commanded the blockading fleet, heard that a grain convoy was returning to France from the USA, escorted by a large fleet. Howe sailed west to give battle. The two fleets met 400 miles (640 km) out in the Atlantic on 1 June 1794. The French had 26 ships of the line, the British 25. Howe’s fleet captured or sank seven enemy ships. Some 7000 French sailors were killed or taken prisoner. The British sustained 1200 casualties. But the battle was not a total success for Howe: the grain ships succeeded in reaching France, their cargoes helping to avert famine.



Developments in 1795–6

In 1795 Sir John Jervis took over command in the Mediterranean, replacing Hood. Jervis, who loathed inefficiency, set about whipping the fleet into shape. He forged an excellent relationship with those officers (like Nelson) whom he trusted and respected.

In 1796 the situation deteriorated when the Netherlands and Spain changed sides, joining France against Britain. The Royal Navy, now facing far more enemy ships, was seriously strained. The main British fleet was stationed at Spithead (off Portsmouth), leaving just fifteen battleships to blockade Brest, where double that number of French ships was preparing to break out. In December 1796, 44 French ships (seventeen of them ships of the line) carrying 14,000 troops sailed from Brest, aiming to land in Ireland. Fortunately for Britain, after a week of gales, the French fleet abandoned its mission and returned to Brest.
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Figure 1.1 British naval actions against Europe 1793–1814.




The Battle of Cape St Vincent

Jervis stationed the bulk of his force off Càdiz, facing the main Spanish fleet. On 14 February 1797 Jervis’s fleet encountered a Spanish force almost twice the size of his own at the Battle of Cape St Vincent. Confident in the skills of his men, Jervis attacked, his ships cutting through the enemy line. Nelson played a major role. Acting with speed and courage, he boarded and captured the much larger San Josef. He immediately became the darling of the Royal Navy, stealing the limelight from other heroes of the battle – Thomas Troubridge, Cuthbert Collingwood and James Saumarez. Jervis, who had captured four ships and driven the enemy back into Càdiz, was ennobled as the Earl of St Vincent.




The Spithead Mutiny

On 16 April 1797 Admiral Lord Bridport ordered the fleet at Spithead to sea. The crews of every ship refused the admiral’s command. Discontent centred on pay, the quality of food and brutal officers. There is no evidence that the seamen were much affected by the spirit of the French Revolution. Many officers sympathised with their men, and the ‘mutiny’ – it was more a strike – was conducted in a civilised way. A petition was sent to the Admiralty describing ‘the many hardships and oppressions we have laboured under for many years’. In response, the government agreed to raise wages and made concessions on some of the other issues.

Things then soured as legislation to improve matters ground through Parliament. On 7 May a fresh mutiny broke out. It was led by the backbone of the navy, the petty officers, who presented their demands in a reasonable manner. Lord Howe dealt in person with the mutineers’ delegates, entertaining them at a banquet on 15 May. He also visited each ship, re-establishing trust by guaranteeing that the men’s demands would be met.
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Petty officers Seamen who were not commissioned officers but who had some authority.

Nore The area at the mouth of the River Thames.
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The Nore Mutiny

On 12 May 1797 the ships at the Nore mutinied. This mutiny was more serious. The men had more far-reaching demands: the power of veto over officers, longer leave and pardons for all deserters. The Nore mutineers were joined by the North Sea Fleet, which was responsible for blockading the Dutch Navy. In an effort to achieve their demands, the mutineers attempted to blockade the Thames, refusing entry to merchant ships. Pitt’s government, determined to make no more concessions, took steps to isolate and starve the mutineers. The mutiny ended in mid-June when moderate sailors wrested control from the radicals. Richard Parker, the mutiny’s leader, was hanged, as were 28 other ringleaders.

The mutinies were serious. It seemed that the Royal Navy’s most valuable asset – its discipline – was on the verge of collapse.



The Battle of Camperdown

The Royal Navy’s reputation was restored by a victory at the Battle of Camperdown on 11 October 1797. Admiral Lord Duncan’s North Sea Fleet, consisting of sixteen ships of the line, encountered a similar number of Dutch ships off the Dutch coast. Duncan’s ships, in two unevenly sized divisions, smashed the enemy line, capturing eleven battleships and three frigates.

While Camperdown provided an immense boost to national morale, Britain’s outlook remained bleak:


	•  The country continued to be threatened by French invasion.

	•  Austria made peace with France in 1797, which meant that Britain had no major ally in Europe.

	•  A large French army and fleet at Toulon was preparing to sail – no one was quite sure where.



The British government faced a hard choice. If ships were sent back to the Mediterranean to blockade the fleet at Toulon it would deprive the Channel Fleet of the strength it might need to fend off invasion. In the event, Nelson, with three ships of the line and three frigates, was sent to the Mediterranean to discover the intentions of the Toulon Fleet.
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Summary diagram: The naval war 1793–7
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3 The Nelson touch 1798–1805
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	•  How great was Nelson?
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The Battle of Cape St Vincent made Nelson’s reputation. In the eight years that followed he was to greatly enhance his standing.


The Battle of the Nile

In May 1798 Napoleon left Toulon with thirteen battleships and 280 transports carrying nearly 50,000 men. His destination was Egypt. Nelson was unaware of this; nor, initially, was there much he could have done about it. However, in June his fleet was reinforced by eleven ships of the line. Hearing rumours that the French had taken Malta, Nelson gambled on the fact that Napoleon was making for Egypt. He sailed eastwards, arriving at Alexandria on 29 June. There was no sign of the French. Weighing anchor, he set off to search elsewhere. As bad luck would have it, Napoleon reached Alexandria on 1 July – the day after Nelson sailed away.
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Napoleon Bonaparte (1769–1821)

A French soldier who made his reputation in Italy in 1796–7. In 1799 he became first consul in France. By 1804 he was emperor and by 1807 he controlled most of Europe. His power declined after 1812 and, after his defeat at Waterloo in 1815, he was exiled to the island of St Helena in the South Atlantic.
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Horatio Nelson
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	1758
	Born at Burnham Thorpe in Norfolk



	1779
	Became captain of the frigate Hinchinbrook



	1793
	Took command of the 64-gun Agamemnon



	1794
	Lost the sight of his right eye at the siege of Calvi on the island of Corsica



	1795
	The Agamemnon captured a much larger French ship, Ca Ira



	1797
	Served with distinction at the Battle of Cape St Vincent in February. Lost his right arm during a failed attack on Santa Cruz de Tenerife in July



	1798
	Battle of the Nile



	1801
	Battle of Copenhagen



	1803
	Appointed to command the Mediterranean Fleet



	1805
	Died at the Battle of Trafalgar




Nelson was a naturally gifted commander who inspired men and fellow officers, winning their trust, respect and affection. One seaman said: ‘he was easy of access and his manner was particularly agreeable and kind. No man was ever afraid of displeasing him, but everybody was afraid of not pleasing him.’ In command of large numbers of ships after 1797, he spent time meeting all his captains, talking through his ideas and his expectations. All the officers who served under him knew that he aimed for complete annihilation of the enemy and expected them to show aggression, initiative and courage. His hallmark as a fleet commander was simplicity of tactics: get in close to the enemy and let the British naval guns do the talking. Nelson’s pell-mell tactics were not new. Duncan’s tactics at Camperdown were very similar to those used later by Nelson.
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Pell-mell An aggressive, confused head-to-head brawl.
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A month later, on 1 August, Nelson found the French fleet in Aboukir Bay at the mouth of the River Nile. The thirteen enemy battleships were anchored in a line with both flanks close to shoals. The two fleets had the same number of ships but the French had one exceptionally large 120-gun ship – the Orient – and two 80-gun ships. Nelson’s ships, with the exception of the 50-gun Leander, were all 74s.

Although it was nearing nightfall, Nelson gave battle – against the conventional rules of naval warfare. He simply ordered his captains to get close to the enemy and fight. Soon after 6.00p.m. the Goliath, commanded by Thomas Foley, sailed round the leading French ship so as to attack from the shore side. Foley believed the French would not have prepared their port-side guns because they would not expect the British to risk sailing so close to the shoals. Other ships followed the Goliath and the rest opened fire from the starboard side. Some French ships were thus attacked from two sides.

Superior British gunnery devastated the French. At 9.37p.m. the French flagship, the Orient, ablaze for 30 minutes, exploded. The fight continued through the night. By morning it was clear that Nelson’s ‘band of brothers’ (as he referred to his captains) had done him proud. Of the thirteen French ships only two escaped.

It was a stunning victory:


	•  In one night the Royal Navy regained control of the Mediterranean.

	•  Napoleon and his army were trapped in Egypt. (Napoleon managed to escape in 1799.)

	•  Austria, Russia, Naples and Turkey joined Britain in a new coalition.



Dazed by a slight wound, Nelson did not do much in the actual battle. His influence on events had been before the fighting:


	•  He had brought about the battle.

	•  He had inspired his officers and men.

	•  He had not over-complicated matters with detailed orders and endless signals. (He raised only nine signals before and during the battle.)



Nelson now became a national hero.



The Mediterranean 1798–1801

French and Spanish ships continued to pose a major threat in 1798–9. British naval forces remained severely overstretched. Angry that Admiral Keith was appointed commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean Fleet rather than himself, Nelson embarked on a long sulk, sometimes refusing to take orders. Naval officers and ministers at home were scandalised by his affair with Emma Hamilton, the wife of his friend Sir William Hamilton. By 1800, it seemed that Nelson was more attracted by Lady Hamilton’s charms than by life at sea. He eventually asked Keith for permission to return home. Keith agreed. Under the methodical Keith, the Royal Navy made significant gains, taking Malta in 1800.



The Atlantic 1798–1801

The Earl of St Vincent, the new head of the Channel Fleet, blockaded Brest as closely as possible. This was no easy matter:


	•  It was hard providing British ships with supplies of food, water and alcohol.

	•  Several ships were wrecked on dangerous rocks around Brest.

	•  There was no rest for anyone, only constant watchfulness and manoeuvring.



But the blockade prevented the French venturing out. St Vincent was made first lord of the admiralty in 1801.



The Baltic threat

The British blockade of French and Spanish ports deprived Baltic nations of markets. In 1800 Tsar Paul of Russia put pressure on Denmark, Sweden and Prussia to join a League of Armed Neutrality that would challenge British arrogance on the high seas. This posed a serious threat to Britain:


	•  The Baltic powers had nearly 100 warships between them.

	•  It was possible that the League would keep Britain out of the Baltic, where it obtained most of its naval stores: timber, pitch, tar and hemp.



Admiral Sir Hyde Parker, old and vacillating, was given command of a British Baltic Fleet. His orders were to sail to Copenhagen and either force the Danes into concessions or destroy their fleet. He was then to attack the Russian Navy. Nelson was appointed as second-in-command.

Parker gave Nelson the task of leading the attack on Copenhagen. Nelson’s force, comprising eleven ships of the line, five frigates, four sloops and seven bomb vessels, had to enter the King’s Channel, a narrow strip of shallow water, which was lined with Danish warships, gun batteries on rafts and shore forts on the city side. On 31 March 1801, Nelson outlined his plan to his captains. The first ship would enter the Channel, anchor opposite a Danish ship or floating battery and open fire. The next ship would pass outside the first and fire at the next target, and so on. Once the shore defences were overcome, the bomb vessels would shell the city and its dockyards.
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Bomb vessels Small ships that carried mortars – short guns that fired heavy shells.
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On 2 April the attack began. While several leading ships ran aground, most of the rest made it through and by noon all were engaged. The Danes suffered a pounding but continued to fight back, the floating gun platforms being particularly effective, At 1.15p.m. Parker, five miles (8 km) away, fretting at Danish resistance, raised a signal: ‘Discontinue the action’. Nelson saw it. ‘I have only one eye’, he said, ‘and I have a right to be blind sometimes’. Placing his telescope to his blind eye, he declared: ‘I really do not see the signal.’

If Nelson had obeyed Parker’s order, the Battle of Copenhagen would have been a major disaster. As it was, most of the Danish ships had surrendered by 2.00p.m. Nevertheless, the batteries continued to inflict serious damage on Nelson’s ships. Nelson now sent a letter to the Crown Prince of Denmark, implying that the Danes had been beaten and that if they continued to resist, he would have no option but to set fire to the floating batteries without rescuing the Danish prisoners. The Crown Prince agreed to a truce. This enabled Nelson to get his damaged ships out of range of the enemy guns and float his grounded ships. He was also able to secure the prizes he had captured. Two Danish ships had been sunk, one had exploded and twelve were taken. The Battle of Copenhagen further enhanced Nelson’s reputation. He now replaced Parker as commander of the Baltic fleet.

Nelson and Britain were fortunate. Alexander I, who became Russian tsar following Paul’s assassination, had no wish to fight a naval war with Britain. Thus, matters in the Baltic were peacefully settled – in Britain’s favour.



The situation 1802–5

In March 1802 Britain and France signed the Peace of Amiens, ending hostilities. St Vincent set about trying to reform the royal dockyards, which he regarded as nests of corruption. Seeking to save money, he cancelled shipbuilding contracts and dismissed hundreds of workers.

In May 1803 war recommenced. Napoleon began gathering an army of 100,000 men at Boulogne to invade Britain. As a result of St Vincent’s war on contractors, vital work in the yards had ground to a halt. Thus, in 1803 admirals found that their fleets were short of men, ships and supplies. Keith took command of the North Sea Fleet while Lord Cornwallis commanded the blockade of Brest.

Nelson was given command of the Mediterranean Fleet. HMS Victory – a 100-gun ship – became his flagship. He did not leave her for two years. His main task was to keep watch on the French Fleet in Toulon. Employing an open blockade, Nelson hoped to entice the French out to sea where he could pounce. But the French remained in port.

In December 1804 the situation deteriorated when Spain allied with France. The two countries had 102 battleships between them. The Royal Navy had just 83 in serviceable condition. If Napoleon could concentrate his ships in the English Channel, a French invasion was a serious possibility.



The chase

Napoleon’s plan was for Vice Admiral Pierre Charles Villeneuve, who commanded the Toulon Fleet, to evade Nelson, lure him across the Atlantic to the Caribbean, lose him and sail back to Spain, uniting with French and Spanish ships at Vigo and Càdiz. The combined fleets would then join with the French fleets at Rochefort and Brest, overwhelm the British Channel Fleet and enable Napoleon’s army at Boulogne to invade Britain.

In April 1805 Villeneuve’s fleet left Toulon. Escaping Nelson’s trap, it joined up with a Spanish fleet and headed towards the Caribbean. Nelson gave chase. He had eleven ships of the line; Villeneuve had eighteen. Nelson reached Barbados on 4 June. He would have caught up with Villeneuve but false intelligence sent him south instead of north. Villeneuve now set sail for Europe, hoping to put Napoleon’s plan into operation. Learning of Villeneuve’s move, Nelson recrossed the Atlantic, sending a fast frigate ahead to warn of the danger.

On 22 July a British fleet under Sir Robert Calder intercepted Villeneuve off Cape Finisterre. Calder captured two Spanish ships but Villeneuve made it into Ferrol. Calder, savaged by the British press, was ordered home to explain himself. But Napoleon’s plan of bringing Villeneuve to Boulogne had failed. Rather than heading north, Villeneuve sailed south to Càdiz. Nelson and Calder’s fleets joined Cornwallis off Brest. On 18 August Nelson returned to Britain. On 23 August Napoleon left Boulogne. The threat of invasion had lifted.



The Battle of Trafalgar

Having spent less than a month in Britain, Nelson was given command of the fleet off Càdiz. Hoping to lure Villeneuve out of port, he kept his ships 50 miles (80 km) offshore. A line of frigates reported any enemy movement. Nelson set about inspiring confidence in his captains. He stressed the importance of getting into battle quickly and not firing until they were only yards away from the enemy: ‘in case signals can neither be seen nor perfectly understood, no captain can do very wrong if he places his ship alongside that of the enemy’, he wrote.

On 19 October 1805 Villeneuve, obeying Napoleon’s orders to sail for Italy, left Càdiz. Nelson immediately gave chase. He had 27 battleships, 17,000 men and 2148 guns. Villeneuve had 33 battleships, 30,000 men and 2568 guns. Early on 21 October both fleets sighted each other. With insufficient wind to sail back to Càdiz, Villeneuve ordered his ships into a makeshift line. Nelson formed his fleet into two divisions, one led by himself in the Victory, the other by Collingwood in the Royal Sovereign.

At 11.40a.m. Nelson signalled the fleet: ‘England expects that every man will do his duty.’ Soon afterwards, he raised his favourite signal: ‘Engage the enemy more closely.’ Given the light wind, his leading ships inched forwards, receiving heavy fire from the enemy which they were unable to return. Thankfully for the British ships, the enemy aim was poor.
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Figure 1.2 The Battle of Trafalgar, 21 October 1805.



The 60 ships preparing to fight carried a huge weight of armament. If all the cannons of all the armies at the battle of Waterloo (see pages 58–9) were lumped together with the guns from the two fleets at Trafalgar, just seven per cent of the total would be contributed by the land forces. HMS Victory alone carried armaments equivalent to 67 per cent of the British Army’s artillery at Waterloo.

The Royal Sovereign reached the enemy line first. Collingwood was on the quarterdeck, the most dangerous place on the ship, the target for every sharpshooter. But it was a point of honour for officers to lead their men from that exposed position. At 12.10, with the Royal Sovereign only yards from the enemy, Collingwood, nonchalantly eating an apple, gave the order to open fire.
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Quarterdeck Part of the deck behind the main mast, used by officers.

Linstock A staff holding a lighted match for firing a cannon.

Flintlock A gunlock or gun with a flint from which a spark is struck to ignite gunpowder.
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Before the Victory opened fire she was under fire from five ships for 40 minutes, losing over 50 men. Her rigging and sails were cut to pieces and her steering mechanism blasted to bits as she approached the centre of the enemy’s line. At 12.35 she found a gap astern of Villeneuve’s flagship, the Bucentaure. The Victory’s forecastle carronade caused devastation on Bucentaure’s quarterdeck, while her main guns raked the enemy’s stern with a broadside which put some 400 Frenchmen and twenty guns out of action. The Victory then encountered two other French ships – the Redoutable and the Neptune. Nelson’s flagship became so entangled with the Redoutable that French sailors looked set to board her but carronade fire from the Victory and from the Temeraire, the second ship in Nelson’s column, held the boarders at bay.

For several minutes the Royal Sovereign, the Belleisle (the second ship in Collingwood’s column), the Victory and the Temeraire suffered huge damage. But as more British ships arrived, Villeneuve’s fleet took a pounding as British gunnery overwhelmed the enemy at exceptionally close quarters (see Source B).
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SOURCE B

French Lieutenant Gicquel des Touches, aboard the Intrepide at Trafalgar, quoted in P. Warwick, Tales from the Front Line: Trafalgar, David & Charles, 2011, pp. 169–70.

The audacity with which Admiral Nelson had attacked us, and which had so completely succeeded, arose from the complete scorn which, not without reason, he professed for the effects of our gunfire. At that time our principle was to aim at the masts and, in order to produce any real damage, we wasted masses of projectiles which, if they had been aimed at the hulls, would have felled a proportion of the crews. Thus our losses were always incomparably higher than those of the English, who fired horizontally and hit our wooden sides, letting fly splinters which were more murderous than the cannon ball itself. We were still using the linstock match to fire our guns, which dispatched the ball with an excruciating delay, so that if the ship was rolling, as it was on October 21, complete broadsides flew over the enemy’s mastheads without causing the slightest damage. The English had flintlocks, rather than our crude linstocks.
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[image: ] Why, according to Source B, was the French fire so poor at Trafalgar?
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Conditions below deck were appalling. Gun decks turned into noisy, smoky furnaces. Men slipped on the blood of their crewmates as they loaded, hauled and fired – over and over again.

At 1.15p.m. Nelson was shot through the shoulder by a sharpshooter stationed in the Redoutable’s rigging. The ball punctured his lung and passed through his spine. In great agony, he was carried below. Soon after 1.45p.m. the Bucentaure, with 99 fit men out of a crew of 643, surrendered. Other French–Spanish ships did the same. At 2.35p.m. Captain Hardy visited Nelson. Nelson asked how the battle was going. ‘Very well’, Hardy replied, ‘We have got twelve or fourteen of the enemy’s ships in our possession’.

Nelson died at 4.30p.m. His fleet eventually took eighteen of Villeneuve’s battleships. Of these, four were lost in the storm that followed the battle, three were scuttled, one exploded, two were burned and the Redoutable sank; the rest were prizes. Four of the enemy ships that escaped were captured off Cape Ortegal on 4 November. Of the eleven that made it back to Càdiz, only five were considered seaworthy. Not one British ship had been lost. Four hundred and fifty-nine Britons died, including Nelson, and 1208 were wounded. There were 2218 French deaths and 1155 wounded. The Spanish had 1025 killed and 1383 wounded. Some 8000 French and Spaniards were taken prisoner.

Trafalgar was a decisive victory. It did not prevent a French invasion, which had already been postponed. Nor did it have much impact on the remainder of the War of the Third Coalition. Two months later Napoleon triumphed at Austerlitz, knocking Austria out of the war. Prussia and Russia were both defeated by 1807. However, after Trafalgar the Royal Navy achieved an aura of invincibility and was not seriously challenged by the French for the remainder of the French Wars.



[image: ]

[image: ] KEY TERM

War of the Third Coalition In 1805 Britain was allied with Austria and Russia against France. Prussia joined the coalition in 1806.
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Nelson’s importance

John Sugden in his Nelson: The Sword of Albion (2012) considered Nelson’s importance:


Perhaps his greatest contribution to the navy was to lift its standing to unprecedented heights. Nelson knew that he had a fine weapon, but it had to be tested to reach its true potential. That, in effect, meant stretching the navy sometimes beyond what we would now call its ‘comfort zone’. He was by no means the only admiral to attack the boundaries. The close blockades of St Vincent and Cornwallis wore down ships and men, but they took seamanship to new levels. More spectacularly, Nelson took the navy where few admirals would have dared go. As a young officer he led naval forces into engagements ashore that even some members of the military did not think were winnable. The other two flag officers of the Baltic fleet would not have attacked the Danish position at Copenhagen, and there is no evidence that Collingwood had a clear tactical plan to cope with Villeneuve. On all of these occasions Nelson placed men and ships where they had to fight for their survival, but in the doing they won victories that raised the morale and reputation of the service and reached new horizons.
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Summary diagram: The Nelson touch 1798–1805


[image: ]

[image: ]







4 The Royal Navy 1806–15
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	•  How did Britain make use of its naval supremacy after Trafalgar?
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After Trafalgar, while Britain ruled the waves, Napoleon ruled most of Europe between 1806 and 1812. The possible revival of the French Navy could not therefore be ignored, particularly as Napoleon ordered a large-scale shipbuilding programme. He controlled a host of European dockyards and had a vast reservoir of trained manpower from Europe’s idle merchant fleets at his command. It was conceivable that he could build a fleet that could swamp the Royal Navy by sheer force of numbers. Antwerp became the centre of the French shipbuilding effort after 1807, necessitating a British blockade of the River Scheldt.


The Continental System

In 1806, hoping to destroy Britain commercially, Napoleon introduced the Berlin Decrees forbidding Europe to trade with Britain. This attempt at economic blockade came to be known as the Continental System. In June 1807 Napoleon and Tsar Alexander I signed the Treaties of Tilsit. Alexander agreed to outlaw Russian trade with Britain. Thus, virtually the whole of Europe was closed to British merchants. Napoleon believed that this would force Britain to make peace.

But Britain did not surrender. Nor was it brought to its knees economically (see pages 24–5). In 1807 Britain hit back, banning trade with any ports complying with the Berlin Decrees. The Royal Navy was allowed to stop and search any neutral ship it suspected of trading with the enemy. Given that the navy now had to blockade far more European ports, large numbers of small ships were built. Europe, starved of imports from around the world, suffered more economic hardship than Britain.



Naval actions


	•  At Tilsit, Napoleon and Alexander I agreed that Denmark should come under French control. Fearing that the Danish Fleet would fall into French hands, in July 1807 Britain sent seventeen ships of the line, 21 frigates and 18,000 troops to attack Copenhagen (see Source C). British soldiers besieged the Danish capital while British ships bombarded the city. In September the Danes capitulated, surrendering their entire fleet – 70 ships, including seventeen ships of the line.

	•  Admiral Sir James Saumarez ensured free passage of British ships into the Baltic, enabling Britain to acquire vital materials (see page 11).

	•  From 1808 to 1814, the Royal Navy helped to transport troops and supplies to (and from) Spain and Portugal (see pages 47–57).

	•  In 1809 the navy co-operated with the army in the Walcheren debacle (see page 45). Its hopes of seizing Antwerp and destroying battleships being built in the River Scheldt were thwarted.

	•  British frigates terrorised European coastlines, damaging local trade and tying down large numbers of enemy troops. A number of aggressive frigate captains, like Lord Cochrane, made their reputations (and their fortunes) raiding enemy ports and taking scores of prizes.

	•  After 1805 Britain seized Cape Colony, Ceylon, Sierra Leone, Tobago, Trinidad, Java and Mauritius from the Netherlands and France.

	•  After 1811 the French Navy posed no threat as money for French shipbuilding dried up. Between 1812 and 1815 only four French ships of the line were launched.
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Ceylon Present-day Sri Lanka.
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SOURCE C

Scribbled memorandum by Spencer Perceval, chancellor of the exchequer, 22 July 1807, quoted in R. Knight, Britain Against Napoleon: The Organization of Victory 1793–1815, Penguin, 2014, p. 285.

But for the justification of a hostile armament against Denmark we must look for other reasons. I trust, however, that the world will feel that we have them … Intelligence from so many and such varied sources of B[onaparte]’s intention to force or seduce D[enmark] into an active confederacy against this country, leaves no doubt of his design. Nay, the fact that he has openly avowed such intention in an interview with the E[mperor] of R[ussia] is brought to this country in such a way as it cannot be doubted. Under such circumstances it would be madness, it would be idiotic … to wait for an overt act.
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[image: ] Why, according to Source C, was Perceval able to justify an attack on Denmark?
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The War of 1812

Britain’s blockade of Europe angered American merchants who had profited from the Napoleonic Wars. So did the fact that British sailors boarded American merchant ships, searching for British seamen who had deserted. There were a number of incidents before the USA declared war in June 1812. From Britain’s point of view the war with America (known as the War of 1812) was a sideshow. The USA had only fourteen small warships in 1812. American frigate captains initially out-fought their British counterparts in a number of actions, largely because US frigates were larger and carried more guns than their British equivalents. Nevertheless, by 1813–14 the Royal Navy had
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5 The British war effort 1793–1815
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	•  How did Britain’s entire population contribute to the war effort?
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British governments



William Pitt the Younger
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Henry Addington




Pitt’s return




The Ministry of All the Talents




The Duke of Portland
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Spencer Perceval




Lord Liverpool





Government bureaucracy
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Financing the war



Loans




New taxes






The City of London
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Government expenditure and income in 1811
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	•  Land-assessed taxes, property and income taxes: £26.8 million.

	•  Customs and excise duties: £39.4 million.

	•  Profits from the Post Office: £1.7 million.






Financial success 1808–15





The British economy



Industrial growth



	•  Cotton production increased threefold between 1793 and 1813.

	•  Iron and steel manufacturing output increased fourfold during the same period.

	•  While most of British industry was still powered by watermill and windmills, steam-power was becoming more popular. In 1805, 112 steam engines were operating in London. While they were used mainly for pumping water, steam power was beginning to be applied to manufacturing.





Agricultural growth




Canals





British trade



The East India Company



	•  It exported great quantities of British goods to India and China.

	•  Its ships brought back vital materials, including saltpetre – an essential ingredient in gunpowder manufacture.

	•  Its ships were chartered to transport troops abroad.

	•  It swelled the government’s coffers through the payment of high duties on Asian imports, especially tea.





The convoy system
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The situation in 1815





Military production



Shipbuilding



Royal dockyards



	•  built the largest warships, which were beyond the capacity of most private yards to build

	•  repaired and refitted ships

	•  acted as storage and distribution depots for equipment and raw materials.






Private shipyards




New developments



	•  In 1804 the navy began to build frigates from fir timber. Although such ships had a shorter sea-life, they were cheaper and easier to construct than hardwood ships.

	•  The traditional method of repair involved replacing each rotten timber with a new one. Lord Melville (see pages 20–1), against the Navy Board’s wishes, ordered 23 warships to be ‘doubled and strengthened with riders’. This involved laying a timber bottom over the existing ship’s hull and strengthening the internal timbers with diagonal braces fastened with iron pieces. The method worked. ‘It might be thought perhaps going too far to say that the Battle of Trafalgar would not have taken place if the new mode of repairing ships had not been adopted,’ wrote Sir John Barrow, a leading Admiralty civil servant. ‘Instead of 34 sail of the line, the Mediterranean Fleet would not possibly have exceeded 24 sail of the line at the time the action happened … by the ordinary method of repairing ships.’

	•  The block mills in the royal dockyards at Portsmouth were the first example of mass, standardised production in the world. They were designed by Marc Isambard Brunel, father of the great Victorian engineer Isambard Kingdom Brunel. Blocks (or pullies), small and large, were an essential part of a ship’s equipment. A 74-gun ship, for example, was equipped with 920 blocks for running rigging and another 450 for working the guns. After 1807 the steam-driven Portsmouth mills could produce blocks more cheaply and faster than before.

	•  New docks were built in London: the West India Dock (1802), the London Dock (1805) and the East India Dock (1806). Steam pumps kept the docks dry during building. When completed, steam dredgers, invented by Samuel Bentham, kept them from silting up.






The Board of Ordnance




	•  Cannon were provided by Walker’s of Rotherham and the Carron Company of Scotland.

	•  Birmingham was the chief area for small-arms manufacture. From July 1808 to July 1810 Birmingham gunsmiths supplied 1,045,000 barrels and locks for assembly into firearms.






The Victualling Board





The Transport Board





Discontent in Britain



1794–5
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Ireland




Luddites
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	  1  Why was the Royal Navy well prepared for war in 1793?

	  2  Why was naval recruitment a problem?

	  3  How dominant was the navy between 1793 and 1797?

	  4  How serious were the mutinies at Spithead and the Nore?

	  5  How great was Nelson?

	  6  Why did Britain win the Battle of Trafalgar?

	  7  To what extent did Britain rule the waves after the Battle of Trafalgar?

	  8  How well was Britain governed from 1793 to 1815?

	  9  How did Britain finance the war?

	10  Why was the British economy so strong?

	11  How was Britain able to use its economic strength to military advantage?

	12  What were the main internal threats to Britain?
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	1  How accurate is it to say that the Royal Navy ruled the waves in the years 1793–1815?

	2  To what extent was the entire British population involved in the wars against France in the years 1793–1815?

	3  How far do you agree with historian John Sugden’s view that Nelson’s greatest contribution to the navy was ‘to lift its standing to unprecedented heights’ in the years 1798–1805?

	4  How far was Britain economically and financially successful during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars between 1793 and 1815?





	1  Assess the value of Source 1 for revealing the nature of Nelson’s leadership and the reasons for the Royal Navy’s success at the Battle of Trafalgar. Explain your answer, using the source, the information given about its origin and your own knowledge about the historical context.
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