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Trafalgar – the Campaign and the Battle 

Why was Trafalgar so important? 
The campaign, which lasted up to several years, put paid to Napoleon's plans to invade Britain and 

hampered his operations at sea world-wide.  

It ensured that the French and the Spanish fleet were reduced to levels where they could no longer 

challenge the British navy. The French fleet were no longer able to escape from port and the Spanish 

fleet was drastically reduced. 

But even more, the battle firmly established the reputation of the British Navy of the time as the 

premier navy in the world, a reputation which was to last for the rest of the Napoleonic Wars and 

beyond. 

The French though, claimed victory from Trafalgar: whilst the allies had lost a great many ships 

they had managed to remove one of their greatest public enemies - Vice-Admiral Lord Horatio 

Nelson. 

What caused Trafalgar? 
The Battle of Trafalgar was the last "great" fleet action of the Age of Sail. Though there were a 

few, smaller fleet battles up to around 1820, none were so decisive or were between such large fleets. 

However, the battle off Cape Trafalgar was merely the culminating battle of a long campaign, one 

which some historians think starts with the outbreak of war again in 1803.   

The Guerre du Course 

There were few major naval actions in the two years prior to 1805, as the French concentrated on 

the "Guerre du Course", the war against merchant shipping. British convoys were threatened by the 

highly effective, large frigates of the French, as well as privateers - "pirates" licensed by the French 

authorities to raid British ships. 

This approach damaged British trade, especially to the Indian Ocean. The merchant ships had to 

gather into convoys which were protected by armed escorts provided by the navy. Whilst effective 

against smaller privateers, this strategy drained the navy of frigates used for intelligence and patrols. 

The Threat of French Invasion 

British intelligence, mainly from naval sources, made the Admiralty aware that the Emperor 

Napoleon was making plans to invade England. He had built and collected huge numbers of troopships 

in the channel ports and was gradually moving his armies northwards to the channel coast. But though 

Napoleon had little grasp of naval strategy, he was very much aware that until he had destroyed or 

driven away the powerful British fleet, an invasion could not be launched.  
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Before Trafalgar – the Blockade 
Napoleon's main problem was that, for years, the French and Spanish ships were bottled up in port 

by the efficient British blockading squadrons. From time to time, contrary winds or storms would 

blow up, forcing the blockading squadrons far out to sea. At these times, the French and Spanish 

squadrons tried to escape. The trick for the British was to find where the escaping squadrons had 

escaped to, and quickly - something Nelson had a knack for!   

Such was the skill and sailing ability of the British seamen that rarely did the allies manage to 

escape in numbers to damage the British fleet, only escaping in small numbers to carry out convoy 

raids. 

At this time, Nelson was the Mediterranean commander. His task was to keep the French bottled up 

in Toulon, protecting Naples and Malta, and keeping Sicilia and Sardinia independent. Confident in 

the abilities of his own crews, Nelson's strategy was to try and tempt the French ships out of port by a 

"distant blockade", so he could force them into a battle.  

For once, though, Nelson's strategy went astray . . . 

In Summer 1804, the Admiral in Toulon, Latouche-Treville, was ordered by Napoleon to escape, 

pass through the Straits of Gibraltar, pick up another six ships of the line from Boulogne, and proceed 

to the British Isles to support the invasion. He died in August, delaying these plans until a new admiral 

was appointed. 

Spain Declares War 
Before October 1804, Spain was not at war with Britain, though had been threatened with invasion 

by the French unless they paid war taxes and built warships for the French Navy. The British 

government was very concerned, and warned the Spanish authorities that unless they stopped, this 

support for Napoleon would be a cause for war.  

No formal declaration of war was announced, but when four Spanish frigates sailed from the New 

World to Cadiz with gold to pay the subsidy, the government decided on a "pre-emptive" strike. 

Admiral Cornwallis, blockading Brest,  despatched two frigates, the Indefatigable (44) and Lively 

(38), to meet with two more from Nelson's fleet, the Amphion (32) and Medusa (32).   

This small squadron intercepted the Spanish ships, sinking one ship and capturing the others. They 

also took around £1,000,000 in bullion.  

This proved too much for the Spanish authorities, and Spain formally declared war on Great Britain 

on 12 October 1804. Immediately afterwards, Spain signed an agreement with France to fit a large 

proportion of her fleet to support Napoleon. 

Britain responded by extending her blockade to Cadiz, Ferrol and Corruna - now the Navy was 

really stretched. 

Napoleon's Invasion Plan 
Admiral Villeneuve replaced Latouche-Treville in Toulon. He and Admiral Missiessy, based in 

Rochefort, were ordered to rendezvous in the West Indies. On the way, Villeneuve was also to link up 

with a large Spanish squadron in Cadiz. In addition to their normal crew, both admirals had a large 

number of infantry on board their ships.  

In the West Indies, the combined squadrons were to wait for another  French fleet from Brest under 

Admiral Ganteaume. The massive combined fleet was then to sail back to the English Channel to 

support the invasion. 

Napoleon was confident his infantry, once landed, could complete the invasion. His problem was 

still getting them past the British fleet! 

January Storms 

Gales and storms in January 1805 allowed Missiessy to escape. He sailed to the Caribbean, failed 

to find Villeneuve, but caused considerable local damage, finally anchoring undetected in May 1805. 
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But Villeneuve had been stuck in Toulon until late January. When he finally managed to escape, he 

successfully eluded Nelson in the Mediterranean. This caused a great deal of concern as his fleet 

numbered 11 sail of the line, 7 frigates and two brigs whereas Nelson had only 11 ships of the line and 

two frigates. 

Nelson searched the length of the Mediterranean and failed to find Villeneuve's ships. But the 

storms returned and Villeneuve was forced back into Toulon with severely damaged ships. It was only 

when Nelson captured the storm-crippled Indomptable (80), that he learnt of the truth. Once again, 

Villeneuve was stuck in Toulon. 

The Chase - Villeneuve's Escape 
With his ships finally repaired, Villeneuve finally escaped from Toulon at the end of March, 1805.  

Because of the numerous possible destinations, Nelson had no idea where Villeneuve was going. Was 

he sailing to the east to counter the Russian threat, or would the French attempt to capture Sardinia or 

Sicily, or would they go to Malta? With such a range of options, he posted his ships between Sardinia 

and the African coast. It was not until the 18
th
 of April that Nelson learnt that the French fleet had 

sailed through the straits of Gibraltar. 

Indeed, nine days previously, the French had sailed into Cadiz, driven off the inferior blockading 

squadron, and had ordered the Spanish fleet to sea. They then streamed across the Atlantic to the 

Caribbean, the Spanish ships trailing behind. The fleet caused considerable damage to British 

possessions in the West Indies, recapturing several islands and capturing a merchant convoy. 

In May, Nelson finally learnt of Villeneuve's whereabouts, but foul winds prevented pursuit. It 

wasn't until the 11
th
 May that his fleet was able to give chase - a chase of several thousand miles across 

a dangerous ocean. He arrived in June but Villeneuve, learning of his pursuit, decided to return to 

Europe, orders notwithstanding. 

Once more, the British fleet had no idea of French intentions. Were the French intending to capture 

Trinidad and Tobago? Or were they threatening Jamaica? Or had they left already? Matters were 

confused even more when the forces in Trinidad mistook the British ships for the French fleet: the 

local British troops retreated, burning blockhouses on the way, whilst the British fleet assumed the 

island was under attack by a large French force! 

There and Back Again 
After sorting out the mistakes in Trinidad, Nelson scoured the West Indies. But Villeneuve, 

believing Nelson's fleet was larger than it really was, disembarked the troops from his crowded ships 

and left for Europe. However, Nelson was still in the dark as to where the French were going: he was 

sailing back across the Atlantic to Cadiz, concerned for Spain and the Mediterranean, whilst the 

French were sailing to the Channel. 

Nelson warned the Admiralty of the French fleet returning to Europe. They dispatched Rear-

Admiral Stirling to join Vice-Admiral Calder at Cape Finisterre with a small, though potent, squadron, 

whilst Cornwallis was ordered to patrol Ushant to Finisterre.  
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Calder's Action 
On the 22

nd
 July, Finisterre was fog-bound. At 11am, Admiral Calder sighted the French fleet 

emerging from the fog and, despite being significantly outnumbered, prepared for battle. 

The British had four 98's, the 80-gun Malta, nine 74's, including the Dragon and the Agamemnon 

(64), a lugger and a cutter. The Allies had the 90-gun Argonauta, five 80's, twelve 74's, two 64's, 

seven frigates and a pair of corvettes. Whilst Calder outnumbered the Allies in three-deckers, he was 

otherwise outgunned. 

The battle itself was confusing, the fog and mist making it difficult to see what the enemy was 

doing: at one time both fleets tacked into opposite directions! Round about 5 o'clock in the afternoon, 

the fleets engaged, but the smoke added to the confusion of the fog. The battle continued into the 

night, and only in the morning did Villeneuve realise he had lost two of his ships . . . 

The Turning Point 
Calder's stiff resistance reminded Villeneuve he was supposed to rendezvous with the Brest 

squadron without conflict. Accordingly he turned south to Vigo and Ferrol. It was Calder's Action 

which effectively put an end to Napoleon's invasion plans: with the Allied fleet unable to penetrate the 

British defence of the Channel, no invasion could be launched.  

Napoleon was irate. But he had failed to understand the key differences between  naval strategy 

and that on which he relied for his land campaigns.  At sea, there were no easily recognised 

landmarks, so rendezvous and communication were often a hit-and-miss affair. And with an inevitable 

dependence on wind and good weather, timing could never be exact. 

In mid 1805, however, conditions in Europe were changing. Britain had put together the Third 

Coalition and to face this threat, Napoleon was forced to strike camp at Boulogne and along the 

Channel. He was march his forces to Austria. 

Britain, at least, was safe from invasion. Napoleon would never again be able to threaten British 

command of the sea.  But there was still a large Allied fleet sailing south towards the Mediterranean 

Sea to support Napoleon in his European campaigns. 

The Blockade Resumed 
Nelson's fleet arrived back in Gibraltar in 20

th
 July, exhausted after their chase. Nelson had a brief 

rest back in England before putting back to sea on the 15
th
 September on receiving the news that the 

combined fleet were now sheltering in Cadiz. Once more he established a "loose" blockade expecting 

Villeneuve to attempt to escape to the Mediterranean to support Napoleon's Italian and Austrian 

ventures. 

But the Navy could not focus all their ships in one place: other squadrons, some very powerful, 

might escape from elsewhere, such as Brest, and attack the blockade from the Atlantic. This would 

allow Villeneuve to escape without being brought to battle.  

Nelson was prepared. He had already devised a plan for any battle whereby his ships would focus 

on the centre and rear of the enemy fleet (see the Nelson sheet). Villeneuve was aware of Nelson's 

tactics, and had partly guessed his plans, but could not devise an effective defence other than to focus 

more ships towards his rear. 

Despite wishing to put to sea before his replacement arrived, Villeneuve's ships were bottled up in 

Cadiz by storms until mid-October. On the morning of 19
th
 October, he finally managed to get 12 

ships out of harbour in the light breeze, the other ships not leaving until the 20
th
. 

Rather than follow too closely, and be caught by a contrary wind, Nelson sailed his fleet towards 

the straits. Failing to find the Combined Fleet (who  were struggling against the wind) he sailed back 

northwards and discovered them once more. 

He shadowed them northwards in the light winds. 



 

Trafalgar – Background Page 5 Tim Bancroft 

The Battle of Trafalgar: Noon 
Dawn on 21

st
 October 1805 saw the fleets 11 miles apart. The Combined Fleet had turned to the 

southwest to avoid battle, but found Nelson had manoeuvred his fleet to windward and had more ships 

than expected: battle could not be avoided. Nelson formed his fleet into two columns under full sail, 

the quicker to close to contact. 

Villeneuve ordered his ships to wear round and head north to keep Cadiz to their lee. The light 

winds combined with the inexperienced crews of the Combined Fleet to throw their line into chaos.  

Ships ended up out of station, the centre lagged to leeward, and the rear of the column was three ships 

deep in places. 

Seeing the Combined Fleet prepare for battle, Nelson made his famous signal: "England expects 

that every man will do his duty". 

The British columns slowly closed on the allied line, and at noon the first shots were fired from the 

Fougueux against Collingwood's Royal Sovereign in the lee column. All the time the ships kept up full 

sail rather than dropping to "battle sail” (see “Snippets”, below) so that they could close more quickly 

- the Victory even set her studding sails. 

The last signal sent by the Victory as she closed on the enemy's line was Nelson's characteristic 

"Engage the enemy more closely". 

The Battle of Trafalgar: The Lee Line 
Collingwood's lee line were the first to engage the allies, the Royal Sovereign piercing the enemy's 

line between the Santa Ana and the Fougueux. Her first broadsides were double-shotted and raked the 

stern of the Spanish ship and the bow of the Fougueux. The Sovereign then engaged the big three-

decker on her own, but was in turn raked by the Fougueux, the San Leandro, the Indomptable and the 

San Justo. 

Fifteen minutes later, the Bellisle finally came into action to relieve the beleaguered Sovereign, 

fired on the Santa Ana and was then engaged in a duel with the Fougueux - but was knocked about by 

other ships until the Mars and Tonnant arrived. Indeed, the Bellisle became the most badly-damaged 

ship in the British fleet. 

Tonnant engaged the Algerisas and San Juan Nepomuceno, was boarded and repulsed her boarders, 

but the two ships she engaged later struck their colours (surrendered). The Bellerophon tried to engage 

the Monarca, but fouled upon the Aigle and found herself under attack by both ships. 

The Collosus joined the battle at around 1pm, was attacked by the French Swiftsure and the 

Bahama, but quickly silenced the guns  of the French ship and forced the Spanish to surrender. The 

Swiftsure recovered and wore round to attack the Collusus, which narrowly avoided the French fire, 

but was then attacked by the Orion's first broadside of the battle. The Swiftsure's mizzen was shot 

away and she surrendered. The Collosus took possession of the Swiftsure and Bahama, but was too 

badly damaged to continue fighting: she was later towed out by the Agamemnon. 

The remaining ships in the lee division picked their own point to penetrate the enemy line: within 

two hours they had defeated the enemy rear. 

The Battle of Trafalgar: The Fight of the Victory 
The Victory did not manage to close to action until 40 minutes after the lee line. During the whole 

time she had been under fire, and her sails and rigging took a serious mauling, which slowed her even 

further. Despite this, Nelson insisted the ships following him stayed on station, even though the 

Temeraire almost overhauled the Victory at one point.  

Once the allied fleet broke out their flags, the Victory  altered course for the Bucentaure 

(Villeneuve's flagship), Captain Hardy accepting that the ship would almost certainly collide with one 

of the three French ships at that point. The Victory fired her double- and treble- shotted guns into the 

stern of the Bucentaure, destroying her stern and giving her a blow from which she did not recover. 

Victory then fired at the Redoutable (sometimes Redouptable), ran on to her but continued pouring fire 

onto the damaged Bucentaure. 
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The crew of the 74-gun Redoutable turned out to be the best trained in the French fleet. Their 

captain, Lucas, realising he could not hope to match the English gunnery, drilled his men in musketry, 

grenades, langridge from the tops, and in close-quarters work. As soon as the Victory closed, he 

ordered his lower-deck gunports shut to prevent boarding, lashed his rigging to that of the Victory and 

proceeded to clear her upper decks of crew with fire from his packed fighting tops. 

His tactic was so effective that, despite his gangways being cleared of people by Victory's 68pdr 

carronade and his lower hull being blasted by the Victory's lower-deck cannons, he virtually cleared 

the Victory's upper decks of crew and disabled all her upper-deck cannon.  

It was a musket-ball from her tops which gave Nelson his fatal wound. 

The Battle of Trafalgar: The Weather Column 
Right behind the Victory was the Temeraire, and it too was badly shot before closing with the 

French fleet: at one point she was so badly raked by the French Neptune that she was virtually unable 

to manoeuvre. 

But just when the Redoutable was about to board the Victory, the two ships drifted onto the 

Temeraire. The Redoutable was battered by the 98-gun ship, as well as the Victory, but still kept 

fighting. At one point the Redoutable even caught fire, threatening all three ships, but a boat from the 

Victory helped her crew extinguish the threat.  

The Temeraire, still locked with the Redoutable, drifted afoul of the Fougueux, which had been 

attacking Collingwood's column. At 2.20, the Redoubtable surrendered to the Temeraire, and the 

Fougueux was boarded immediately by the "fighting Temeraires", surrendring quickly. Eventually, the 

Victory freed herself and made off, though badly battered. 

Meanwhile, the British Neptune had passed behind the Bucentaure, raking her stern, and came up 

under the stern of the largest ship in the Combined Fleet, the Santissima Trinidada. Undeterred by the 

power of the 136 gun vessel (sometimes 140), Captain Fremantle came up alongside her and fought 

her into submission. 

Behind the Neptune the Leviathan and Conqueror echoed her approach, reducing the stern of the 

Bucentaure to splinters. The ship surrendered to the Conqueror at 2pm, in so bad a state that even the 

Marine Captain sent on board to retrieve Villeneuve described the scene as "frightful". 

But by 3.30pm the centre of the Allied line was virtually won. 

The Battle of Trafalgar: The Final Stages 
By 3.30 pm the battle was almost over, but the van of the Combined Fleet had seen no action, other 

than sporadic engagement with the Africa. Its Admiral, Dumanoir le Pelley, finally lead five ships 

down the weather side of the line to relieve the centre, and despatched five more on the leeward side to 

support Admiral Gravina at the rear. 

The Ajax and Agamemnon opened fire, but could not stop the ships. The Minotaur and Spartiate, 

and the tail of the British weather column, recognised the danger and crossed the path of Dumanoir's 

ships, raked the Formidable, and then stood between the five ships and the Victory, and eventually 

forced the Neptuno to surrender. Frustrated, Dumanior now sought to support Gravina. 

By now Collingwood was overall commander of the fleet. Altered to the threat he signalled his 

weather column to form a line against the oncoming vessels: only six were able to respond. Dumanoir, 

seeing he would have to fight his way through, finally decided to escape when he saw Gravina's 

flagship, Principe de Asturias, heading for Cadiz flying her last signal of the battle, ordering all ships 

to rally around her. Dumanoir turned and headed to Gibraltar then Rochefort. 

The close of the battle was signalled by the destruction of the French Achille. It had been closely 

engaged by the Prince and her foretop had caught fire. A few moments later her mainmast collapsed 

and the ship was engulfed in flames. The Prince ceased firing and stood off, put boats into the water to 

rescue the Achille's crew, but had to pull them back as the heat soon ignited the powder in the 74-gun 

ships loaded cannon, firing them erratically.  

At length, 5.45, the French Achille exploded, the symbolic end of the battle. 
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The remaining ships of the Combined fleet withdrew to Cadiz and, against Nelson’s last orders, 

Collingwood decided not to anchor but attempted to sail for safety – Gibraltar – with his ships and 

prizes. A storm followed the battle, wrecking many ships and threatening to destroy others, but the 

English fleet eventually managed to escape. 

A number of other actions followed this: Strachan captured four more French ships of the line, and 

a belated counter attack was launched from Cadiz. But the damage was already done… 

…no more could the French or Spanish be an effective threat against the British fleet. 
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Lists of the hostile squadrons on the day of battle off Trafalgar, 21st 
October 1805 

The following lists are those reported by the sailors and journalists of the time Chronicle from the 

Addenda to the "Biographical Memoir" of Lord Nelson and reported in the Naval Chronicles. They 

have been amended in places, where completely incorrect, but most spellings and guns are from the 

original report: corrections added in later are in italics. A look at some of the many excellent books on 

the subject will give slightly different views! 

Additional information from Portsmouth Dockyard Naval Museum 

British Fleet - Van 

Ship Guns Commanders  

Victory 100 (108) Vice-Admiral Viscount Nelson (+) 

Captain Thomas Masterman Hardy , who commanded the 

Mutine brig in the Battle of the Nile 

Téméraire 98 Captain Eliab Harvey  

Neptune 98 Captain Thomas Francis Freemantle  

Conqueror 74 Captain Israel Pellew  

Leviathan 74 Captain Henry William Bayntun  

Ajax 74 Lieutenant John Pilford (*) 

Orion 74 Captain Edward Codrington 

Minotaur 74 Captain Charles John Moore Mansfield  

Spartiate 74 Captain Sir Charles LaForey  

Agamemnon 64 Captain Sir Edward Berry  

Britannia 100 Rear-Admiral Earl of Northesk 

Captain Charles Bullen  

Africaine 38 Captain Henry Digby  (Africa, 64) 

Naiad 38 Captain Thomas Dundas  

Euralyus  36 Captain Hon. Henry Blackwood  

Sirius 36 Captain William Prowse  

Phoebe 36 Captain Hon. Thomas Bladen Capel  

Pickle (Schooner)  10 Lieutenant John Richard Lapenotiere  

Entreprenante (Cutter) 10 (8) Lieutenant John Puver (Robert Young) 

(+) indicates killed in action 

(*) Senior Lieutenants commanding in the place of Captains Brown and Lechmere, called home, to 

give evidence on the enquiry into the conduct of Sir R.Calder. 
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British Fleet – Rear (Leeward) 

Ship Guns Commanders  

Royal Sovereign  100 Vice-Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood 

Captain Edward Rotheram 

Prince 98 Captain Richard Grindall 

Dreadnought 98 Captain John Conn 

Tonnant 80 Captain Charles Tyler  

Mars 74 Captain George Duff (+) 

Belleisle 74 Captain William Hargood  

Bellerophon 74 Captain John Cooke (+) 

Colossus 74 Captain James Nicoll Morris  

Achille 74 Captain Richard King  

Revenge 74 Captain Robert Moorsom  

Swiftsure 74 Captain William George Rutherford  

Defence 74 Captain George Hope  

Thunderer  74 Lieutenant John Stockham (*) 

Defiance 74 Captain Philip Charles Durham  

Polyphemus 64 Captain Richard Redmill  

(+) indicates killed in action 

(*) Senior Lieutenants commanding in the place of Captains Brown and Lechmere, called home, to 

give evidence on the enquiry into the conduct of Sir R.Calder. 
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The Combined Fleet - Spanish 

Ship Guns Commanders  

Principe de Asturias 112 Admiral Don F Gravina, Commander in Chief 

Captain Don Antonio Escano 

Santissima Trinidada (+) 140 Rear-Admiral Don Baltaszar H. Cisneros 

Capt (Brigadier) Don F. de Uriarte 

Argonauta (+) 80 Admiral Sig. D. Domingo Gaudalharas 

Captain Count D.S. Antonio Parejo 

Neptuno (+) 84 Commodore Don Baltazar 

Captain Brigadier Don C. Valdes 

Santa Anna 112 Vice-Admiral Don Ignacio D'Alava 

Rayo (+) 100 Brigadier Don Enrique Macdonel 

San Francisco de Asis(+) 74 Captain Don Louis de Flores 

Montanez 74 Captain Don J. Alzedo 

Monarca (+) 74 Captain Don T. Argumosa 

S.Juan Nepomuceno (*) 74 Captain Brigadier Don C. Churruca 

Bahama (*) 74 Captain Brigadier Don D. Galiano 

San Juste (Justo) 74 Captain Don Miguel Gaston 

San Augustin (+) 74 Captain Brigadier Don F.X. Cagigal 

San Ildefonso (*) 74 Captain Don Jos. Vargas 

San Leandro 74 Captain Don Jos. Quevédo 

Flora 44 

Mercurio 24 

(*) Ships Captured, and sent to Gibraltar 

(+) Ships Captured, and destroyed 

(~) Ships since Captured by Sir Richard Strachan (4
th
 November) 
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The Combined Fleet - French 

Ship Guns Commanders  

Le Bucentaure(+) 80 (Vice-)Admiral Villeneuve  

Captain Pejary (Prigny), 1
st
 Captain 

Captain Majestie (Magendie), 2
nd

 Ditto 

Le Formidable(~) 80 Rear-Admiral Dumanoeis (Dumanoir de Pelley) 

Captain M Latellier (J Letellier) 

L'Algésiras 74 Rear-Admiral P.A. (Charles?) Magon 

Captain Gabriel de Brouard 

L'Indomptable(+) 80 Captain (Commodore J) Hubert  

Le Neptune 80 Captain (Commodore Esprit) Maistral  

Le Pluton 74 Captain (Commodore Cosmao) Kerjulien  

Le Mont-Blanc(~) 74 Captain (Commodore Noel)  La Villegris  

Le Swiftsure(*) 74 Captain L'Hospitalier Villemadrin  

Le Scipion(~) 74 Captain Bellanger (C Berenger) (!!) 

Le Berwick(+) 74 Captain J Camas  

Le Intrépide(+) 74 Captain Louis Infernet  

L'Aigle 74 Captain P Gourrège  

L'Héros 74 Captain Jean Poulain  

Le Fougueux (+) 74 Captain L Baudoin (Beaudouin) 

Le Duguay-Trouin(~)  74  Captain C Touffet  

L'Argonaute(+) 74 Captain J Epron  

Le Redoutable(+) 74 Captain J Lucas  

L'Achille(+) 74 Captain Deniéport (G de Nieport) 

L'Hermione 40 

L'Hortumne 40 (Hortense)  

La Cornelie  40  

La Themes 40 (Themis) 

Le Rhin 40 

L'Argus 10 (Brig) 

La Ferrete 18 (Brig) (Furet) 

L'Observateur 16 

 (*) Ships Captured, and sent to Gibraltar 

(+) Ships Captured, and destroyed 

(~) Ships since Captured by Sir Richard Strachan (4
th
 November) 
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Useful Snippets 

Why was Nelson so important? 
Nelson was the French fleet's nemesis. His name sent fear into every French sailor, and gave hope to 

every British sailor. Not only was he was a victorious admiral, but also his victories showed a navigational 

and strategic brilliance which meant they were often won with fewer losses than might be expected. 

It was his reputation, more than anything, which convinced the Admiralty to put him in command of the 

Mediterranean fleet. 

At Trafalgar, his 26 ships were both outnumbered and severely outgunned by the 33 ships of the Allied 

fleet. Indeed, against him was the largest ship in the world - the Spanish Santissima Trinidada of 140 guns 

(the Victory, Nelson's flagship, had only 104).  Nelson's tactics took advantage of the light winds, made the 

most of the British Navy's superior seamanship and gunnery, and also very effectively neutralised the front 

third of the Allied fleet for several, crucial hours, cutting them off from the battle.  

This genius is often referred to as the 'Nelson Touch'.  

That his genius was so infamous on the continent meant that, despite their losses, the Imperial leadership 

were able to claim Trafalgar as a victory for the Empire: they had slain the great Admiral Nelson! 

What is a "Rate"?  Rates explained! 
During the sailing period, warships were given nominal "rates" to indicate just how powerful a ship each 

was. There were six rates from 1
st
 rate (the most powerful) to 6

th
 rate (the lightest), with "unrated" vessels 

being the smallest.  

Whilst the rules were not hard and fast, in general 5
th
 and 6

th
 rate vessels were Frigates, and 1

st
 to 3

rd
 rate 

ships were "ships of the line" - the battle line, that is, as most battles were fought by ships in line astern 

exchanging broadsides with each other. Ships often had more guns than their rated value, mounting several 

cannonade in place of cannon. Their captains were only paid at the rated value, however, which makes one 

wonder at the reason why… 

The Rates 

1
st
 rate Ships  had over 100 guns and had 3 gun decks 

2
nd

 rate Ships  had 88/90 to 98 guns and also had 3 gun decks 

3
rd

 rate Ships  had 64 to 84 guns and normally 2 gun decks.  

4
th
 rate “Cruisers”  had 50-60 guns and 2 gun decks but were still "ships" 

5
th
 rate Frigates  had from 32 to 44 guns on a single deck. 

6
th
 rate Frigates  had from 20-30 guns on a single deck. 

20-gun Frigates and 18-gun unrated "ship-rigged" vessels were often called "sloops" in the British navy, 

whilst the French called such small Frigates "Corvettes". A "Brig" was a two-masted vessel, looking like a 

ship, normally of between 14 and 24 guns (such as the Furet). 

The third rates were the staple "ships of the line", the 74 being the most common. The French often had 

larger 80 gun ships, and some 64's, such as the fast Agamemnon, were still in use. 

To confuse things further, the Americans built big 40-44 gun frigates with what looked like 2 gun decks, 

and the Dutch SHIP Monnikendam was a 2-decker 44-gun ship! 

Battle Sail 
“Battle Sail” was one of the terms used to describe the sail set used when ships went into battle. When 

firing their cannon, ships had to furl their lower courses (the big sails) to keep them from catching fire from 

the flash. 

At Trafalgar, the British ships did not furl their lower courses until they were almost on the enemy line, 

the quicker to close with them. 


