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Much has been written about HMS Victory, but it is often simplistic and romanticised or clearly aimed at the technical requirements of the naval historian. In Nelson’s Victory, Peter Goodwin adopts a fresh and accessible approach to explain the workings of our only surviving line-of-battle ship from the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars.

He structures the book as a Question & Answer session, whereby he draws upon his extensive knowledge of the sailing warship as well as his experience as Keeper & Curator of Victory herself to respond to 101 of the most pertinent questions relating to all aspects of the ship and her illustrious career, from her structure to shipboard life, to the continuing restoration in No. 2 Dock in Portsmouth. His answers are further enhanced by a selection of 120 illustrations and diagrams, all of which makes this book an essential companion for any enthusiast of Admiral Lord Nelson, his famous flagship and the Battle of Trafalgar.

Front cover: The Victory underway, Monamy Swaine (b.c.1750); oil on canvas. NMM, Greenwich. Portrait of Nelson in rear admiral’s full dress uniform, 1800, by Heinrich Füger; oil on canvas. Royal Naval Museum, Portsmouth.

Peter Goodwin is a renowned maritime historian and a prolific writer. His published titles include the classic The Construction and Fitting of the Sailing Man of War, The Naval Cutter Alert in the ‘Anatomy of the Ship’ series, and the acclaimed Nelson’s Ships: A Comprehensive History of the Vessels in Which He Served 1771–1805. His most recent publication is the acclaimed The Ships of Trafalgar: The British, French and Spanish Fleets October 1805 (Conway 2005).
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Victory in No 2 Dock flying Nelson’s signal ‘England expects every man to do his duty’, Trafalgar Day 1928. The three funnelled ship to the left is a Kent class light cruiser, to the right is the battleship Hood.

By kind permission of the Commanding Officer HMS Victory
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To Katy

Most works relating to Victory offer either too much or too little information. I hope Nelson’s Victory: 101 Questions & Answers about HMS Victory finds the middle ground - satisfying without overwhelming readers with detail.

Naturally I could not have produced this work without the kind assistance of friends, colleagues and institutions. Foremost, I express my gratitude to Lieutenant Commander Frank Nowosielski, RN, the commanding officer of Victory, for encouraging this work and permitting me to use photographs and material held in the Victory archive. I thank Allison Wareham, Librarian of the Admiralty Library, Matthew Sheldon, Curator of the Royal Naval Museum and Matthew Little, Librarian of the Royal Marines Museum for providing information and primary documents held in their collections.

I would also like to thank the Trustees of the Royal Naval Museum, Portsmouth City Museum and Records Service, the Royal Marines Museum and The News, Portsmouth, for the reproduction of images contained within this book; the Nelson Society, the 1805 Club and, particularly the staff of the Public Record Office. I express my sincere gratitude to Dr Ann Coats and Dave London of Manuscript Press. Not only have they kindly undertaken the publication of this book, but their advice and direction has been extremely helpful.

Last and most important, I thank my partner Katy Ball for her dedication, support, patience and invaluable assistance in creating this book.





Peter Goodwin 

August 2000
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Lord Nelson in his cabin Illustration by W Stacey
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Victory moored in Portsmouth Harbour circa 1886 looking at Gosport; to the left is the two-masted training brig Martin. The large building to the right is the sail loft owned by Lapthome, destroyed by bombing during World War II

Courtesy of Portsmouth City Museum & Records Service
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A short history of Victory

HMS Victory is the only surviving ‘line of battle’ ship from the French revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. She served as Lord Nelson’s flagship at the decisive battle of Trafalgar in 1805. However, her career commenced some forty years before. Ordered by the Navy Board on 6 June 1759 during the Seven Years’ War, this first rate one hundred gun ship was designed by the Surveyor of the Navy, Sir Thomas Slade. Construction commenced at Chatham Dockyard on the 23 July 1759 under Master Shipwright John Lock and was completed by Edward Allin (Lock died in 1762). The year 1759, annus mirabilis or ‘year of victories’,1 was the turning point of the war for Britain. Victories were won at Quebec, Minden, Lagos and Quiberon Bay - where Hawke, in a rising gale, drove and smashed the French fleet. These facts may well have been instrumental in naming the vessel. The year 1759 was also when Pitt the Younger, later to become England’s leader in her war against revolutionary France, was born and William Boyce wrote the song ‘Hearts of Oak’. Ironically, 1759 was also the year James Watt invented a steam engine with a separate condenser. Within seventy years his innovation brought about the demise of the sailing man of war.

The ship was officially christened Victory on 30 October 1760. In 1763 the Treaty of Paris ended the war and work on Victory was reduced. Her cost, when launched on 7 May 1765, amounted to £63,176. After initial sea trials Victory was put into ordinary2 until France joined the War of American Independence. Commissioned in February 1778, she became the flagship of Admiral Augustus Keppel. On the 23 July Keppel fought an indecisive battle against d’Orvilliers off Ushant. For the next three years Victory served as flagship for Admirals Hardy, Geary, Drake and Parker. In March 1780, Victory was sheathed with copper plating to combat shipworm and marine growth. This innovation also improved her speed.

Under the flag of Admiral Richard Kempenfelt, Victory fell in with a French fleet off Ushant on 13 December 1781. The French, bound from Brest to the West Indies, were escorting a convoy of troopships. Although Kempenfelt’s squadron was numerically inferior, he captured the entire convoy from under the escort’s noses. In October 1782, under the flag of Admiral Richard Howe, she took part in action off Cape Spartel and the relief of Gibraltar. After the war she was refitted in March 1783 at a cost of £15,372 19s 9d. At this stage her quarter deck armament was modified, 6 pounder guns being replaced with 12 pounders. Her sides, previously painted ‘bright’ with rosin3 above the lower deck ports, were now painted a dull yellow ochre. The area below remained black. In 1787 she underwent a ‘large repair’ costing £37,523 17s 1d. Re-commissioned in 1789 under Howe, she became the flagship of Lord Hood the following year.

Storm clouds were gathering over Europe. In 1789 France was hurled into a bloody revolution whose outcome devastated Europe. With Britain’s entry into the war in 1793, Victory became the flagship of Lord Samuel Hood who was appointed commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean
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