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Introduction



    Horatio Nelson was a hero’s hero. He was the kind of man who comes only
    rarely, perhaps once every hundred years or so. Born among the rolling
    hills of Burnham Thorpe, Norfolk on September 29, 1758, he lived a rather
    uneventful childhood until the day his mother died on December 26, 1767.
    His mother was a great-niece of the 1st Earl of Oxford, a man
    named Robert Walpole, and to say that Robert Walpole was a man of some
    influence in Britain of the eighteenth century would be a great
    understatement. Walpole had carved for himself and his descendants a
    powerful political dynasty in England, and it was to Walpole that the
    Nelson family—from which Horatio directly hailed—owed much of its clout.



    Upon finishing grammar school, Horatio was given the opportunity to serve
    as a cabin boy with the British Navy on the guardship HMS Triumph.
    He set sail to Jamaica and Tobago on July 25, 1771. During his forays
    across the high seas, he crossed the Atlantic two times and carried out
    many more adventures. Young Nelson very much took to life at sea. And he
    was soon writing back home on just how much he relished his new digs over
    the ocean. In these missives, Nelson expressed every aspect of naval life
    with great detail. Even some details that most would try to forget, Nelson
    indulged his family back home in crystal clarity.



    As was the case on one occasion when he described the food that was served
    in the mess hall and told them, “We live on beef which quite makes your
    throat cold in eating it, owing to the maggots which are very cold when you
    eat them, like calves’ foot jelly or blomonge, being very fat indeed.” The
    eager young man wrote this startling treatise on naval affairs before
    adding in the very next line, “I do like this life very much!”



Chapter One



    Charting His Course



    “I could not tread these perilous paths in safety, if I did not keep a
    saving sense of humor.”



    —Horatio Nelson



    In Horatio Nelson’s day, one of the ways that you could hope to rise in the
    ranks of the Navy was to enter into service from the days of your youth as
    a cabin boy. The cabin boy was basically a catch-all for all manner of
    manual labor that no one else wanted to do. Taking on this position meant
    that you had to routinely serve as the ship’s janitor, cook, secretary, and
    a number of other menial roles until it was deemed that you could escape
    this servitude with the rank of officer.



    In Nelson’s case, his elevation out of the status of cabin boy came when in
    1773 the call had been made to launch a scientific expedition to the North
    Pole. This Arctic exploratory mission was launched under the pretext of
    going to the pole itself and also of finding a new sea route to the Pacific
    through the waters of Siberia; something that the British had been dreaming
    about for hundreds of years. Near the age of 15, Nelson had signed onto
    this mission as a full seaman, putting the rank of cabin boy behind him for
    good.



    He was given the position of coxswain or helmsman, charged with aiding the
    navigation of the HMS Carcass. Nelson was excited about the
    mission and his prospects for advancement, but the trip did not start out
very good from the outset. The ship that had been ominously called the    Carcass turned into just that. After reaching Spitzbergen, in
    northern Norway on June 28, 1773, the ship hit some ice and ran aground,
    becoming dead in the water. During this time of crisis, Nelson was able to
    prove his formidable resolve.



    He immediately went into action and took command of a four-oared cutter in
    order to evacuate the sinking ship. Nelson’s performance was indeed
    valiant, but it was also marred by a certain degree of recklessness that
    would later become one of his trademarks. Apparently at one point during
    the evacuation, Nelson and one other companion had sighted a polar bear and
    had left the ship to walk across the Arctic ice in an attempt to subdue the
    beast.



    Nelson apparently thought it would be a good idea to take the opportunity
    to bag this wild game so he could bring the exotic polar bearskin home as a
    trophy for his father. Unfortunately for Nelson (and fortunately for the
    bear), his muzzle failed to fire. The bear at this point, who had been
    minding its own business when accosted by the strangers, was understandably
    enraged. And seeing its opportunity for vengeance against the two
    interlopers, it began to charge them.



    Horatio and his comrade were only saved by their quick-thinking captain
    who, seeing what was transpiring, fired his gun into the air and scared the
    bear off. Nelson reportedly told his angry officer that “I wished, Sir, to
    get the skin for my father.” Nelson was reprimanded for his behavior, but
    other than this instance of chasing after polar bears, he went down as a
    hero for his role in the expedition. And it wasn’t long after Nelson’s
    mission in the Arctic came to a close that he was sent off again on a new
    voyage, this time to the tropics of the Indian Ocean.



    The ship was called the Seahorse, and in the year 1775, it had
    been commissioned to ship cargo for the famed East India Company—the
    British backed conglomerate of merchants who had latched themselves upon
    and invested so intently into far-flung territories in the Indian and the
    Pacific Ocean. On February 19, 1775, the Naval escort of which Nelson was a
    part was interrupted when two vessels of the ruler of much of Southern
    India, the Islamic Sultan Hyder Ali, attacked the Seahorse.



    The superior guns of Nelson’s frigate were able to drive the attackers off,
    and Nelson added another notch to his belt as a newly christened veteran of
    a sea battle. Nelson would then continue working as part of the naval
    security force for the East India Company for the rest of the year. This
    tour of duty came to a close in December 1775, when the Seahorse
    returned to its port of call in Bombay, India.



    Back on land and during his time of leave on the Indian subcontinent,
    Nelson came down with a severe case of Malaria. After close examination by
    local physicians, it was determined that his best hope of recovery was in
    heading back to England. A few more months would pass, however, before a
    proper transport could be summoned, and it wasn’t until March 1776 that the
    British seafaring vessel called the Dolphin arrived to take Nelson
    back home. Even though it was recommended that Nelson would have the best
    chance of recovery back in his native England, it was actually during the
    long six-month voyage onboard the Dolphin that Nelson managed to
    regain his health.



    But even as his body recovered physically, his mental disposition began to
    make a decline. He was now 17 years old and going through the full throes
    of adolescence, and he began to question his direction in life. Despite his
    previous accomplishments, he began to worry and dread what the future might
    have in store for him. He found himself falling into a deep depression and
    suddenly feeling, as he later put it, that he should never rise in his
    profession.



    According to his recollection, Nelson then paints a grim image; he had just
    barely recovered from the illness that nearly killed him, but as he stood
    on the deck of the Dolphin contemplating his life, he wanted
    nothing more than to cast himself into the ocean and give up on it
    entirely. But then something strange happened. In an event that has never
    been entirely explained and remained a mystery even to Nelson for the rest
    of his life, Horatio claims to have received some sort of spectacular
    intervention that took him right out of his doldrums of depression.



    He claimed that as he leaned on the railing of the ship and morosely stared
    into the dark waters surrounding the Dolphin, a “brilliant orb”
    appeared before his mind’s eye. This orb—whatever it was—apparently
    encouraged him to continue forward toward his future destiny. Horatio would
    repeat this story many times throughout his life to anyone who would
    listen, and he would later maintain that what he saw was indeed a
    physically tangible presence.



    He even asserted the belief that this visitation was nothing other than a
    manifestation of the “light of heaven” appearing to encourage him. Many
    others would downplay his musings about the event, however, and would cite
    the fact that he was not yet completely recovered from his malaria, and
    what he saw could have been nothing more than a fever-induced
    hallucination. But whether the product of a fevered imagination or divine
    intervention, Horatio Nelson left the experience with a new determination
    to chart his course in world history.



Chapter Two



    Fighting American Revolutionaries and Malaria



    “If a man consults whether he is to fight, when he has the power in his own
    hands, it is certain that his opinion is against fighting.”



    —Horatio Nelson



    On April 8, 1777, Horatio Nelson had obtained the rank of lieutenant after
    passing examinations held by the Navy Board of which his uncle, Captain
    Maurice Suckling, was the head. Captain Suckling had kept his relationship
    to Horatio a secret in order to avoid favoritism and possible later claims
    of nepotism. And Horatio, performing better than many of his peers, proved
    that he could pass his examinations with flying colors.



    With his new rank attained, Nelson was then commissioned to set sail on a
    frigate called the Lowestoffe on a trip to Jamaica in the American
    Caribbean. At this point, the American Revolutionary War had already broken
    out, and by 1777 the Caribbean was one of the main focal points of the
    conflict. Despite the danger, this was exactly the kind of place an
    ambitious young lieutenant such as Horatio Nelson would want to be. Here he
    could gain experience in battle and promote himself further.



    Horatio arrived in Jamaica right in the middle of the sweltering tropical
    heat on July 19, 1777. Horatio’s first major bit of action came in November
    when his ship had intercepted an American merchant vessel on an illegal
    trade run. Since the war had begun, a moratorium had been placed on much of
    the trading between the colonies, but a few daring sailors continued
    attempts at getting their merchandise through the blockade. This unlucky
    merchant was caught red-handed with his contraband, and it was now up to
    the crew of Horatio’s ship, the Lowestoffe, to board and













Conclusion



    Over two centuries have passed since the demise of Horatio Nelson, but his
    legacy still reverberates through history today. Although some critics
    maintain that the man was nothing more than a vainglory thrill seeker who
    sought the accolades of the public, Nelson still stands—just as his statue
    still stands in London’s Trafalgar Square—as a bulwark against nationalist
    excess and oppression. One only has to consider the consequences if Nelson
    had failed in his mission.



    What if the French had broken through and Napoleon had successfully invaded
    Britain? What world would we live in today as a result? These are the kinds
    of questions that history buffs contemplate over, but we really don’t have
    to wonder much about what those results might be. And it wouldn’t be an
    understatement to say that much of the free world owes this fallen admiral
    some semblance of gratitude for his efforts.


