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Objectives 

• Learn about the Battle of Trafalgar. 

• Identify and discuss good and poor decisions 
and actions made by both sides during the 
campaign. 

• Draw parallels between their experience and 
modern military experience, especially 
military medicine.  

• Teach others the lessons learned. 



The French Revolution 1789-1792 
• The Seven Years War (1756-1763) and the American Revolution (1775-

1783) had bankrupted France.  
– Taxes were rising and commoners were suffering. 
– Higher nobility and upper clergy lived in ostentatious luxury. 

• Unable to deal with the situation, King Louis XVI (1754-1793) called the 
Estates-General a general assembly of the three major forces in France 
(clergy, nobility, and the populace), to assist.  

• The three groups could not agree and so the representatives of the 
people declared a National Constituent Assembly (NCA).  

• The king dithered while revolutionaries supported by some in the 
military, stormed the royal fortress and prison, the Bastille (July 1789). 

• The NCA abolished feudalism and wrote the Declaration of the Rights of 
Man and the Civil Constitution of the Clergy, confiscating church lands 
and outlawing monasticism.   

• Worried about the radicalism of the Revolution, the Holy Roman Empire 
(HRE), Austria and Prussia issued the Declaration of Pillnitz ( August 
1791), calling on European powers to intervene if Louis XVI or his family 
were harmed.  
– Exiled French nobles fueled the fire. 

• Sensing a threat, France declared war on Austria (April 1792) 



French Revolution 1793-1795 
• French revolutionaries executed King Louis XVI (January 1793). 

– This brought Britain, Portugal and most other European nations into 
the war against France. 

• French armies defeated Austria and the HRE. 
• The Reign of Terror, a war between the Girondins and the Jacobins 

for control of France, saw over 40,000 Frenchmen executed. 
– A law enacted on 21 Oct 1793 made all priests and those harbored 

them liable to death on sight.  
– People in the region of Vendee (1793-1796) rebelled against the 

revolutionary government. They were defeated and summarily 
slaughtered, combatants and non-combatants, in what some 
historians call the first genocide in the modern world. Nearly 400,000 
perished, half the population, perished. 

• A young artillery officer who had written a pamphlet in support of 
the revolution helped capture Toulon, which had rebelled against 
the revolution and was occupied by the British (1793). 
– In October 1795 he suppressed a Royalist rebellion in Paris. 

• The First Coalition of European Powers allied against France finally 
ended in 1797. 
 





French Revolution 1796-1799 

• A new constitution took effect in September 1795 
establishing a bicameral legislature and giving executive 
power to five directors. 

• The Revolution had effectively destroyed the economy 
and the financial situation was worse than under Louis 
XVI. 
– Only plunder and tribute from conquered lands kept France 

from further chaos. 

– France’s charitable and school systems were badly disrupted 

• A French army under Napoleon won victories in Italy, 
Egypt, and Palestine but the French navy was crushed by 
Admiral Nelson in the Battle of the Nile (August 1798).  



French Currency during the Revolution 

The Ecu was a 
French coin made 
of gold or silver 

Assignats were 
paper money 
based on the Ecu 



Napoleon 1799-1805 

• A Second Coalition of European powers formed in 1798 to defeat the 
French revolution.  

• On 9 November 1799 Napoleon staged a coup, thereby dispersing the 
Directors, taking over the French government, and making himself 
“Consul”. 

• The Second Coalition was defeated on land, and partners Russia, 
Denmark-Norway, Sweden and Prussia withdrew to resume free trade 
with Napoleon.  
– This was a de facto alliance with Napoleon. 

• The British considered this a hostile act, and under Horatio Nelson 
defeated the combined Danish and Norwegian fleets at the Battle of 
Copenhagen (Apr 1801). 

• To finance his campaigns and weaken Britain, Napoleon sold 
Louisiana to the United States (1803). 

• Napoleon was crowned Emperor (1804)  
• The Third Coalition was defeated in the major battles of Ulm (20 

October 1805) and Austerlitz (2 December 1805) 



Strategic Situation – France and Spain 
• Spain was a client of France until France finally invaded Spain in 1808. 
• Uniformly victorious on land, Napoleon and his allies had been uniformly 

defeated at sea. His primary enemy was England, and he needed control 
of the English channel to get it.  

• There were major French fleets in Brest and in Toulon in the 
Mediterranean and the main Spanish fleet in Cadiz. 

• The Royal Navy had effectively blockaded French and Spanish ports since 
1803 so their ships and crews lacked recent experience with open water 
maneuvers and gunnery.  

• The confidence of French and Spanish naval leaders and men was weak 
after repeated drubbings. 

• Many competent military leaders had been murdered or exiled during the 
Revolution.  
– ADM Villeneuve was considered the best available commander for the French 

fleet  
– Later Napoleon wrote of him “Villeneuve does not possess the strength of 

character to command a frigate. He lacks determination and has no moral 
courage.” 





Strategic Situation - British 

• Despite temporary pauses, Great Britain had remained 
effectively at war with France since the late 1790s. 
– The Golden Cavalry of St. George was the name given to British 

payments to European powers to continue their war efforts. 

• France had 30 million inhabitants (Britain 16M) and a land 
area of 550,000 sq km (Britain 250K) 

• Britain had far greater industrial output and better 
financial system.  

• The Royal Navy had experienced sailors, excellent weapons 
and ships, and confident and competent leaders  

 

 



France 
Under 

Napoleon 

• Brest 

• Toulon 



Prelude to Battle 
• Nelson commanded the British fleet blockading Toulon 

– He intentionally let French ships run the blockade, hoping to trap them in a 
general battle.  

• The French under ADM Villeneuve escaped and passed Gibraltar. 
• He rendezvoused with the Spanish and sailed to the Caribbean as 

planned.  
• Villeneuve was proceeding to Brest to break the British blockade there 

and unite with the rest of the French fleet. 
– He lost two ships in a skirmish with a RN squadron and retreated to Ferrol 

in NW Spain 

• Although receiving orders to sail north to Brest, Villeneuve sailed south 
to Cadiz for fear of the British.  

• Nelson’s ships had been almost continuously at sea and needed 
resupply while the French and Spanish needed supplies because of the 
British blockade. 

• Having seen no French fleet, the invasion force in Brest left for Germany 
in August. 

• With no invasion force, Napoleon ordered his fleet back into the 
Mediterranean.  
 





Ancient 
Naval 

Warfare 
Tactics 

Movement – 
row and sail 
 
Weaponry – 
bow, bow and 
board 



Nelson’s Plan 
• Earliest ship to ship fighting was a melee.  

• Then current naval doctrine had enemy fleets sail in 
parallel lines and trade broadsides.  
– The fleets could turn towards each other into a melee only if 

both sides wanted it.  

– If not, either side could escape with limited losses. 

– Nelson wanted a decisive battle. 

• Nelson ordered his task force to split in half and approach 
perpendicular to the French-Spanish fleet line. 
– The first half would break the enemy line at the center, just in 

front of the flagship. 

– The second half would break the back half of the enemy line. 

• It was a plan successfully used by the British at the battles 
of Camperdown and Cape St. Vincent in 1797.  



Battle of Copenhagen Line of Battle 

City of Copenhagen Danish Fleet 

British Fleet 

British Bomb ships – mortar bombard 



Nelson’s 
Plan 

Flagships 



Pros and Cons of the British Plan 
• By splitting his fleet in half, 

Nelson could bring his fleet 
more quickly to battle. 

• By breaking the enemy line just 
in front of the flagship and 
engaging that ship first, the front 
half of the fleet would not get 
command signals from their 
leader. 

• The front half would have to 
turn around to rejoin the battle.  

• By cutting through the line, 
Nelson could bring on a melee 
quickly, which favored the more 
skilled and experienced British. 

• Once the enemy line was 
broken, the British attack with 
their full broadsides 
 

• During the initial British 
approach, their ships would be 
vulnerable to the full broadsides 
of the entire French and Spanish 
fleet. 

• Success depended on the: 
– Superior seamanship and 

gunnery of the British sailors. 
– Superior leadership and courage 

of the British officers. 

 
 

• Nelson knew that battles are 
never certain. He told his 
captains to do what they knew 
was best and told them “No 
captain can do very wrong if he 
places his ship alongside that of 
the enemy” 



Franco-Spanish Fleet 
• Franco-Spanish war council on 8 October 

– Some captains wished to obey Napoleon’s orders and 
proceed to the Mediterranean.  

– Others wanted to stay in Cadiz 

• Admiral Villeneuve decided to set sail to the 
south, then later decided to stay in Cadiz. 

• Threatened with relief, he finally got the fleet 
heading south on 20 October.  

• Seeing the British fleet at on 21 Oct, at 0800 
Villeneuve gave the order to turn around again 
and head back to Cadiz. 

• The fleet was not in a line but in irregular groups, 
disorganized from the turn abouts.  



Nelson’s Final Message before Trafalgar 



Naval Forces 

Britain Franco-Spanish Notes 

First Rate 3 4 100 + guns 

Second Rate 4 0 90-98 guns 

Third Rate 20 29 64-80 guns 

Total Ships of the Line 27 33 

Other Ships 6 7 

Frigate (4) Frigate (5) 36-40 guns 

Schooner (1) Brig (2) Schooner 12, Brig 18 guns 

Cutter (1) 10 guns 

Total men 17,000 30,000 

Total guns 2148 2568 



Approach to Battle 

• Winds were light and the lead British ships were 
under broadside fire from several enemy ships for 
nearly one hour before they could return fire. 

• The Franco-Spanish ships were tossed by a swell 
and the gunners were poor, so relatively little 
damage was done.  

• Once the British broke the Franco-Spanish line, 
they devastated their enemy with accurate and 
long range broadsides 



Battle of Trafalgar 
• After the Franco-Spanish line was broken, the northern half 

of the fleet, unable to receive commands and having 
difficulty turning around to join the battle, sailed away.  

• The far southern end of the line under Rear-Admiral 
Dumanoir Le Pelley tried to fight its way through the 
British to aid the center but was driven off.  

• The center of the Franco-Spanish fleet was left to face the 
British alone. 

• Leader casualties 
– VADM Nelson died from wounds sustained in the battle 
– ADM Villeneuve was captured. In April 1806 he died of stab 

wounds in London, either suicide or murder. 
– The Spanish commander, Don Federico Carlos Gravina y Nápoli, 

escaped. In March 1806 he died of wounds sustained in the 
battle.  



Battle of Trafalgar 

• Mission – French fleet move south to unite with 
other French forces and support land operations in 
Naples. 

• Losses  

– RN – 458 dead, including VADM Nelson, 1208 wounded 

– France – 10 ships captured, one destroyed, 2218 dead, 
1155 wounded, 4000 captured 

– Spain – 11 ships captured, 1025 dead, 1383 wounded, 
4000 captured 

• Franco-Spanish fleet withdrew to the Spanish ports 
and could no longer challenge Great Britain at sea.  





Later Effects of the Battle 



Lessons Learned 

• Mission 

• Enemy 

• Troops 

• Terrain 

• Time 

• Civilian considerations 


