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British and Combined Fleets
October 1805

British Fleet


Weather Division

Victory Vice Admiral Horatio, Viscount Nelson; Captain Thomas Hardy

Téméraire Captain Eliab Harvey

Neptune Captain Thomas Fremantle

Leviathan Captain Henry Bayntun

Conqueror Captain Israel Pellew

Agamemnon Captain Sir Edward Berry

Britannia Rear Admiral William Carnegie, Earl of Northesk; Captain Charles Bullen

Africa Captain Henry Digby

Ajax Lieutenant John Pilfold (in absence of Captain William Brown)

Orion Captain Edward Codrington

Minotaur Captain Charles Mansfield

Spartiate Captain Sir Francis Laforey

Lee Division

Royal Sovereign Vice Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood; Captain Edward Rotheram

Belleisle Captain William Hargood

Mars Captain George Duff

Tonnant Captain Charles Tyler

Bellerophon Captain John Cooke

Colossus Captain James Morris

Achille Captain Richard King

Revenge Captain Robert Moorsom

Defiance Captain Philip Durham

Dreadnought Captain John Conn

Swiftsure Captain William Rutherford

Polyphemus Captain Robert Redmill

Defence Captain George Hope

Thunderer Lieutenant John Stockham (in absence of Captain William Lechmere)

Prince Captain Richard Grindall

Frigates and Smaller Vessels

Euryalus Captain Henry Blackwood

Naiad Captain Thomas Dundas

Phoebe Captain Thomas Capel

Sirius Captain William Prowse

Pickle Lieutenant John Lapenotière

Entreprenante Lieutenant Robert Young



The Combined Fleet


Rearguard

Neptuno Commodore Cayetano Valdés

Scipion Captain Charles Bérenger

Intrépide Captain Louis Infernet

Formidable Rear Admiral Pierre Dumanoir; Captain Jean-Marie Letellier

Mont-Blanc Captain Guillaume Lavillegris

Duguay-Trouin Captain Claude Touffet

Rayo Commodore Enrique Macdonnell

San Francisco de Asís Captain Luis Flores

Centre

San Agustín Commodore Felipe Cajigal

Héros Captain Jean-Baptiste Poulain

Santísima Trinidad Rear Admiral Báltasar de Cisneros; Commodore Xavier de Uriarte

Bucentaure Vice Admiral Pierre Villeneuve; Captain Jean-Jacques Magendie

Neptune Captain Esprit-Tranquille Maistral

San Leandro Captain José Quevedo

Redoutable Captain Jean-Jacques Lucas

Vanguard

San Justo Captain Miguel Gastón

Indomptable Captain Jean-Joseph Hubert

Santa Ana Vice Admiral Ignacio de Álava; Captain José Gardoquí

Fougueux Captain Louis-Alexis Baudouin

Monarca Captain Teódoro de Argumosa

Pluton Commodore Julien Cosmao-Kerjulien

Squadron of Observation

Algésiras Rear Admiral Charles Magon; Commander Laurent Le Tourneur (acting captain)

Bahama Commodore Dionisio Alcalá Galiano

Aigle Captain Pierre Gourrège

Montañés Captain Francisco Alcedo

Swiftsure Captain Charles-Eusèbe L’Hospitalier-Villemadrin

Argonaute Captain Jacques Epron

Argonauta Captain Antonio Pareja

San Ildefonso Commodore José de Vargas

Achille Captain Louis Deniéport

Principe de Asturias Admiral Federico Gravina; Commodore Rafael de Hore

Berwick Jean Filhol-Camas

San Juan Nepomuceno Commodore Cosme de Churruca

Frigates and Brigs

Rhin Captain Michel Chesneau

Hortense Captain Louis La Marre La Meillerie

Cornélie Captain Jules-François de Martinenq

Thémis Captain Nicolas Jugan

Hermione Commander Jean-Michel Mahé

Furet Lieutenant Pierre Demay

Argus Lieutenant Yves-François Taillard




Authors’ Note

To avoid confusion the ranks of French and Spanish officers have been translated to the nearest British equivalent. Accordingly, the Spanish brigadier or French chef de division has become commodore. There was no direct British equivalent for the French enseigne or Spanish alférez, so we have used the term sub-lieutenant. Guardias Marinas, gardes de la marine and aspirants have all been translated as midshipmen. We have avoided continuous reiteration of grades of admiral. Vice Admiral Nelson is usually referred to for convenience as Admiral Nelson. The only full admiral in either fleet was Gravina.

We have followed the practice of their respective biographers in using the shortened forms Latouche and Churruca for Louis-René Levassor, comte de Latouche-Tréville and Don Cosme Damián de Churruca y Elorza. Spanish names have been simplified: the Spanish historian Pelayo Alcalá Galiano contracted the name of his forebear Dionisio Alcalá Galiano to Galiano and we have imitated his usage for Dionisio and his son Antonio. After the revolution French officers generally dropped all signs of aristocracy in their names so that Pierre-Charles de Villeneuve became Villeneuve and Auguste-Marie Gicquel des Touches was Gicquel.

Where commonly understood British versions of foreign place names exist we have used them. So Cádiz is Cadiz and La Coruña is Corunna. Manuscripts have been transcribed exactly, as far as possible, without use of sic. Within quotations the names of ships have been italicised only where they were italicised in the source.


1

The Miradors of Cadiz
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Cadiz stands on an island, just off the end of a long, narrow spit of land, surrounded by the Atlantic. From the Tavira Tower, the tallest mirador in the city, you can just see where the battle took place. Looking to the south, long, sandy beaches stretch down towards Cape Trafalgar. The ships fought on the horizon, nearer to Cape Roche than Trafalgar itself, a few miles from the shore. In that direction you can watch the waves breaking on the rocky shoals that still put mariners on their guard. Behind you, to the north and east, is the wide expanse of sparkling, sheltered water in Cadiz Bay, while to the south-east the main navigable channel sweeps round past the salt pans of the marshy Isla de León (still Spain’s principal naval base) to the dockyard of La Carraca where the King of Spain’s ships were built and repaired.

On a sunny day – and most days here are sunny – the streets of the old town radiate in black lines of deep shadow from around the base of the Tower. They have changed little since 1805: they are too narrow to take much traffic so most people walk, as they did then. The exception is the Alameda, a broad avenue overlooking the entrance to the bay. There, the elegant ladies of Cadiz still seek the shade of the exotic American trees planted along its sides. At its western end stands the glorious baroque Iglesia del Carmen where the officers of the Combined Fleet heard mass before putting to sea. From the windows of the Parador Hotel Atlantico you can watch the sun set over the fort and lighthouse of San Sebastian, look out over the stretch of water that was patrolled by Admiral Collingwood’s blockading squadron and see the rocks, a few hundred yards away, that ripped the bottom out of Admiral Villeneuve’s flagship during the great storm that followed the battle.

In 1805 Cadiz was the most elegant and opulent city in Spain, less grand than haughty Madrid, with its court and its aristocracy, but far more cosmopolitan. Other Spanish towns were painted white but none shone like Cadiz where the houses were faced in white marble. One writer compared it to ‘a great alabaster ship floating in the midst of the seas’. The railings of the many balconies and the grilles over ground-floor windows were painted sea green. Great wooden doors, studded with brass, opened on to blue-tiled patios, luxuriant with tropical plants. Rooms were furnished with mahogany, gilt and fine glass, and with fashionable luxuries imported from France, Italy and England. The graceful façades of its harmonious, four-storey buildings concealed the roofs so that the whiteness rose into the blue sky, interrupted only by the tiled steeples and cupolas of the churches. And above all this floated the 160 miradors from which the merchants of Cadiz scoured the horizon for their homeward-bound vessels. The Tavira was the official watchtower and from here, during the summer of 1805, the city’s watchmen focused their long brass telescopes on the ships of the Royal Navy.
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In his fifty-seven years Vice Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood had travelled widely, and his informed opinion was that warm and windy Cadiz had ‘the advantage of the finest climate in the world’. At seven in the morning on Tuesday 20 August 1805 he was on board his flagship Dreadnought, cruising as usual a few miles off Cadiz with his dog, Bounce, at his side. Collingwood only had three battleships, or ships-of-the-line, as they were known, because the main Spanish fleet was not in Cadiz. One, the Colossus, was currently inspecting a brig flying the Swedish flag, as many Spanish merchants did when trying to run his blockade.

Through his telescope, the admiral fixed his eye briefly on the harbour and made a routine count of the eight tall masts to be seen there. Four other ships were stationed near the entrance to the bay. Collingwood knew Cadiz well. He had blockaded it before in wartime and had visited it during peace. On the way home from the Mediterranean British warship often paused there to pick up a cargo of silver coins for safe carriage to England. The commission offered a valuable supplementary income for British captains. There were few such perks on blockade duty.

Self-sacrifice and duty were the watchwords of the modern navy, immensely powerful yet overstretched, so crammed with ambitious talent that it no longer promised the highroad from ability to fortune as it had fifty years earlier. Success could still bring affluence, though. Collingwood was the son of a failed Newcastle merchant but, thanks to his flourishing naval career, he had married the Lord Mayor’s daughter in 1791. Since then his time with Sarah had been brief. Long years spent watching the French fleet in Brest had led him to teach his captains to be as self-denyingly stoic and disciplined as he was. He was cultured and sensitive, with a dry sense of humour. At moments his letters are wickedly funny. But he was stern: he hated drunkenness and distrusted novels, especially for girls, and this was an issue close to his heart since his eldest daughter, also Sarah, had just turned thirteen. He wanted very much to go home.

As a ship’s captain he was a compassionate humanitarian, fair-minded, reluctant to flog. He loved his ships’ companies, and they regarded him with affectionate respect. But the views of his brother officers were mixed. Many never penetrated his reserve. One junior later wrote that he considered him ‘a selfish old bear. That he was a brave, stubborn, persevering and determined officer everyone acknowledged, but he had few, if any, friends and no admirers. In body and mind he was iron, and very cold iron.’

Whatever his faults, Collingwood was undoubtedly intelligent and cool-headed, and these qualities came to the fore when, later on the morning of 20 August, unfamiliar sails were sighted on the horizon – first six, then twenty-six, then thirty-six. Collingwood was not expecting friends: there was only one explanation for such a large force. This was the French and Spanish Combined Fleet, known to be at sea under the command of Vice Admiral Pierre Villeneuve. The Royal Navy had been chasing these ships for six months, and although Collingwood had been warned that they had left Ferrol in northern Spain he had not expected them to come south. Yet, undeniably, they were now at Cadiz, and fast approaching Collingwood’s own tiny squadron. His five ships – Dreadnought, Colossus and Achille, with the Niger frigate and the Thunder bomb-vessel in attendance – were in great danger, caught half-way between the leading vessels of the Combined Fleet and the smaller Spanish squadron in Cadiz Bay.

Dreadnought’s officers swept Cadiz with their telescopes again. As yet there was no activity. Nor were Villeneuve’s ships crowding on sail. They might not have realised that Collingwood’s ships were British. Collingwood’s chief problem was that the slow Thunder was nearest to the oncoming enemy, so he had to buy time to help it get away. By moving away very slowly, as if there was no danger, he tried to deceive the enemy long enough for Thunder to escape. The ruse worked for two hours, but then a squadron broke away from the Combined Fleet and the chase was on. Thunder would have been caught if her captain had not had the wit to hide in the shallow water of the Trafalgar shoals where the enemy’s larger vessels dared not follow. Collingwood’s other four ships had enough of a lead to beat their pursuers to the Strait of Gibraltar. With his retreat into the Mediterranean secure, Collingwood sent back his fastest ship, Colossus, to reconnoitre. When some ships made a push at her, Collingwood tacked to support her. The French and Spanish withdrew to Cadiz.

Next day a frigate arrived to warn Collingwood that Villeneuve was coming. He sent it to London with the news that the Frenchman was already in Cadiz.
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A caricature by George Woodward, published early in 1805, summed up Spain’s dilemma succinctly. Spanish Comfort depicted Napoleon Bonaparte threatening a Spaniard and exclaiming, ‘By my imperial dignity, I’ll thrash you if you don’t fight’, while a belligerent John Bull dressed as a sailor retorted, ‘And by my blue jacket and trousers I’ll drub you if you do.’ Spain was sandwiched between bullies, afraid of both. Her land border made her vulnerable to Napoleon’s army, the largest in the world, while her sea trade lay at the mercy of the mighty Royal Navy. Cadiz felt these pressures more than any other city in Spain.

The population was about 72,000, of which more than one in ten were foreigners, selling goods to South America and buying Andalucían and American products to send home. Three-quarters of all trade with Spain’s enormous empire passed through this port. It was to Cadiz that Spanish treasure fleets had always come, and nearly all New World silver was still landed there. Every European country trading with Asia had an office in the city, because Oriental trade was done with hard cash and silver money was obtained from Cadiz. There were close links with France, which exported cloth and other manufactured goods through Cadiz to Latin America, but Great Britain was by far Spain’s largest national export market.

London’s representative in Cadiz was James Duff, a sherry merchant, who had lived in Andalucía so long that even Englishmen knew him as Don Diego Duff. He had moved to Spain in 1765 when he was twenty-nine. Now, still unmarried, he was growing old, but his mind was still acute. His business was big – the British bought more wine from Spain than they bought from France – and his London agent was George Sandeman, whose company still thrives. Duff had presided over the ups and downs of Britain’s relationship with Spain, and tried to smooth the ride.

Between wars, invasions and blockades, Spain was trying to modernise and exploit her South American provinces. The silver mines of New Spain, Peru and La Plata were restored, and Cuba had become a rival to the British and French sugar islands in the Caribbean. To defend these possessions and guard the route home, Spain had invested heavily in her navy; by 1790 she possessed as many warships as France. The most promising young officers were instructed in advanced mathematics, astronomy, navigation and cartography as the Armada Española, the Spanish navy, led an effort to discover, map and publish the resources of the Empire.

Dionisio Alcalá Galiano was one of the heroes of Spain’s new scientific navy, a gifted mathematician, a renowned navigator and an experienced explorer. He was anglophile through science, not politics, believing British mathematicians superior to French. He admired the Royal Navy for its professionalism and even spoke a little English. Knowledge of the English language was then rare in Europe (merchants or sea officers from different nations generally communicated in French) and he was proud of his skill.

Galiano helped to survey the coast of the Iberian peninsula for the first accurate Atlas Maritimo de España, then joined an expedition to survey the Magellan Strait and another to map the Azores. He set out with the celebrated explorer Alejandro Malaspina to survey the Spanish Empire. In 1792 King Carlos IV demanded, and Galiano undertook, a search in the Vancouver Strait for a North-west Passage from the west to the east coast of North America and proved that no such passage existed.

In 1794, when Galiano returned to Spain, his country was at war. The atheist republic of France had executed Louis XVI and Catholic Spain fought the French republicans alongside Britain. But defeats on the French border forced the King to sue for peace in 1795. A year later the French made Spain fight again, this time as their allies against Britain. This war brought a Royal Navy blockade to Cadiz: Galiano was ordered to break it and risk a voyage to Veracruz in modern Mexico to bring back much-needed silver to Spain. At the end of 1798 he left Cadiz, evading the watching eyes of the blockading squadron. He returned the following spring with two ships and three frigates loaded with treasure, the sort of target British captains dreamed of. In sailing by an unexpected route out of sight of land, relying on his instruments and calculations, he outwitted the ships sent to intercept him and brought his flotilla of treasure ships into Santoña. The government was so impressed that he was sent off a second time. On this occasion the return journey was safer: the war had ended before he got back.

Somehow James Duff contrived to remain in Cadiz throughout the war, sending out occasional letters, even as the Royal Navy ambushed Cadiz-bound treasure ships, seized the island of Trinidad and won a major sea battle over the Spanish fleet at Cape St Vincent. At this time Cadiz suffered terribly: the constant British presence outside the port annihilated her foreign trade. During these five years the British captured goods to the value of one year’s normal business. The misery ended when hostilities ceased in 1801. Duff and his many Spanish friends celebrated a sudden resurgence of prosperity. But peace did not last long. A new Anglo-French war, declared on 18 May 1803, threatened even graver harm.

Napoleon had forced King Carlos IV into treaties that obliged Spain to fight alongside the French. Desperate to avoid another conflict with Britain, Spain sought to remain neutral. As an alternative to joining the war, the government in Madrid secretly offered a massive subsidy and began a long, tortuous negotiation with Napoleon’s government.

Vice Admiral Horatio Nelson, put in charge of the Mediterranean Fleet, was anxious to discover Spain’s true intentions so renewed an old correspondence with James Duff. The admiral reminded the Consul, whose business life depended on long-established trust, that ‘next January it is twenty-seven years since our first acquaintance’. Nelson had first visited Cadiz in 1777, as an eighteen-year-old acting lieutenant, and had struck up a rapport with the wine merchant. He asked Duff for reports on Spanish naval preparations. But there was little to report in the naval base: the Spanish were genuinely trying to remain neutral and their ships were disarmed. In summer 1803 Duff affirmed that ‘in their arsenals nothing is doing; they are paying off all their Seamen, who are suffered to go to their Homes’. They were making no effort to equip ships and ‘there is a total want of timber in the arsenal, where there is hardly any, but the Country Pine, & in other respects it is but very poorly provided’. Duff conveyed the admiral’s good wishes to his friends among the Spanish officers at Cadiz to try to keep them friendly. In October 1803 he wrote, ‘I am positively assured that the neutrality of Spain is certainly definitively arranged.’

Nelson was convinced. He wrote to one of his own officers: ‘I am clearly of opinion that Spain has no wish to go to War with England, nor can I think that England has any wish to go to War unnecessarily with Spain.’ But other British naval officers liked wars with Spain for the private profit they might bring, and within a year one had brought on a crisis. In September 1804 the Spanish put troops on to their ships in Ferrol to crush a revolt in the inaccessible Basque country. Alexander Cochrane, commanding the British squadron off Ferrol, reported to London that in his opinion the Basque revolt was a pretext for arming the ships ‘too flimsy to go down’. Cochrane was wrong: after his warning the Spanish immediately took their troops off. But on the basis of his mistaken assessment the Admiralty sent orders to detain four Spanish frigates bringing coin from South America to Cadiz.

Admirals William Cornwallis at Brest and Nelson in the Mediterranean were each ordered to dispatch two frigates to do the job. Nelson had the intelligence to imagine how the Spanish captains would react to such a demand. He realised that the only way to avoid bloodshed was to send such an overwhelming force that the Spanish frigates could surrender with no loss of honour. Accordingly, he detached the capable Sir Richard Strachan, in the battleship Donegal with four frigates, to undertake the task. But Nelson’s orders reached him a week too late and the battle had already taken place.

Two frigates from Britain joined two that were already on guard off Cadiz. The Spanish appeared unexpectedly early on 5 October 1804. The result was a disastrous, bloody mess. The Spanish frigates were crowded with the wives, families and belongings of diplomats and naval officers returning home from Montevideo, and were in no condition to fight a battle. But facing an equal number of enemy frigates the Spanish commander refused to surrender. He ran for Cadiz. Their zeal animated by the extraordinary amount of prize money on offer, the British attacked. The Spanish frigate Mercedes caught fire and blew up. The captain, his wife and seven children, with nineteen other Spanish ladies and their families, died. One officer, Diego Alvear, watched with his eldest son from one of the other frigates as his wife and the rest of their children died. Other women and children were killed by British gunfire.

The British government’s behaviour was denounced throughout Europe. And yet, astonishingly, according to the report of Pierre Gourrège, a French captain stranded in Cadiz, the people there still ‘tried to justify the conduct of the English . . . hoping that this attack will not destroy the harmony between the two nations’. One astute young observer, Antonio Alcalá Galiano, son of Dionisio, also saw how the population of Cadiz was torn. ‘The act of piracy . . . filled the Spanish with sorrow and rage,’ he wrote, and yet there were still plenty of people in Cadiz who thought that French ambition, and especially the personal ambition of the man who had recently declared himself Emperor, ‘posed a menacing threat to the independence of Spain’. The pro-French faction in Cadiz called such people Mamelukes.

Both Antonio Galiano’s mother and his uncle Juan were passionate, determined Mamelukes and they loathed Napoleon. They were as shocked by the British attack on the frigates as anyone else, but they also considered the reasons why the British government had complained of the Spanish government’s behaviour and the way its neutrality appeared to aid the French. While they agreed that honour demanded they must fight, they blamed the French for dragging them towards a war that nobody wanted and that they regarded as a calamity. Dionisio Galiano was neither a Mameluke nor a supporter of France. He was too deeply concerned with his scientific studies and his professional life to take much interest in politics. Even so, he was horrified by the attack on the frigates and immediately volunteered for active duty.

In Madrid the balance was tipped and Spain declared war on Britain on 12 December 1804. Two months later James Duff informed Nelson of his impending departure: ‘The War with this Country, has again rendered my continuing in it rather precarious . . . & I believe it will be but for a short time.’ Having contrived to obtain freedom for Nelson’s best intelligence officer, who had collided with a rock off Cadiz during a storm, he asked Nelson to allow some ships belonging to anglophiles in Cadiz to enjoy an undisturbed homeward voyage from Livorno. He expected to have to leave for England in the summer, but he was wrong. It is a sign of how unwilling the Andalucíans were to sever their relations with Britain and of the extent to which he was ‘well loved and highly respected’ in Cadiz that Don Diego Duff remained there and continued to be known to all as the British Consul.

Spain set strict limits on support for her French ally. The Spanish Admiral Federico Gravina, acting as ambassador to France, was forbidden to allow the Spanish fleet to be taken to Brest as it had been in the last war. Gravina’s secret orders stated: ‘It not being in the interests of Spain that her forces should go to Brest, this must be avoided with the double object of not leaving our coasts unprotected and of preventing our allies from succeeding in their much desired landing in England.’ Throughout the campaign leading to the battle of Trafalgar, the Spanish passively opposed any plans to invade Britain. Madrid wished to maintain a balance of power between Spain’s two powerful neighbours, and judged that total victory for Napoleon would be as appalling for Spain as a total defeat.
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His Imperial and Royal Highness Napoleon Bonaparte, Emperor of France and King of Italy, suffered no such confusion of feeling and hoped that 1805 would be the year in which he settled the destiny of the world. To this end he had devised a strategy for the invasion and conquest of Britain. It was breathtaking in its sweep and ambition: he would move fleets around the world with the same aggressive confidence that he moved brigades around a battlefield. But it relied on the Admiralty in London falling for a trick.

Napoleon aimed to draw off a large proportion of the Royal Navy with a powerful feint towards the West Indies before suddenly gathering his resources in the English Channel for an invasion of the south coast of England. In March he had ordered Admiral Villeneuve to put to sea with eleven ships-of-the-line from the French Mediterranean base at Toulon, join up with the Spanish fleet at Cadiz, cross the Atlantic and wait for the arrival of other French squadrons. Nelson had pursued Villeneuve with ten battleships.

In late May Villeneuve’s orders were modified. He was to attack British Caribbean possessions, wait in the islands, then return to Europe, joining up with more ships at Ferrol in northern Spain and at Rochefort and Brest in western France. He was then to sweep into the English Channel with sixty or more ships-of-the-line, enough to give the French army sufficient protection for it to mount a bold Channel crossing before the Royal Navy had time to reposition its forces. Delayed by bad weather and an obstinate British garrison off Martinique, Villeneuve sailed to seize the British islands on 4 June and had the luck to run into a convoy of British merchantmen on the eighth. They told him that Nelson had arrived and was scouring the West Indies for him. Hearing this, Villeneuve decided to head at once for the Channel.

Fortunately for the British, a fast dispatch boat sent by Nelson observed Villeneuve’s fleet as it crossed the Atlantic and reached home in time to warn the Admiralty of the French course late on 8 July. Fearful of waking the irascible First Lord of the Admiralty, his assistants did not give the message to Sir Charles Middleton, Lord Barham, until next morning. He was furious at the delay. Still in his nightshirt, the octogenarian rapidly penned new orders to frustrate the French design. Villeneuve would not, as Napoleon had hoped, get through unopposed.

On 22 July a British force of fifteen ships-of-the-line, under Vice Admiral Sir Robert Calder, intercepted Villeneuve’s twenty off Cape Finisterre at the north-western tip of Spain. In thick fog the ships fought an inconclusive battle, followed by a two-day stand-off in very light winds before they lost sight of each other. Short of provisions, with damaged ships and many sick men, Villeneuve put in to the nearest friendly port, Vigo, just north of the Portuguese border. After a few days he sailed a few miles north to the twin harbours of Corunna and Ferrol, where he joined up with other French and Spanish squadrons.

Villeneuve now had twenty-eight ships in reasonable order. All that remained, in Napoleon’s view, was to sail to Brest, picking up along the way five more ships that had already put to sea from Rochefort, free the twenty-one battleships that were waiting at Brest under British blockade, and head for Boulogne. But, to Napoleon’s fury, Villeneuve remained in Corunna.

In Britain and in the British fleet this was felt to be a moment of great danger. Against the twenty-one enemy ships in Brest, Villeneuve’s twenty-eight, and five more from Rochefort, the British at that moment could gather together only twenty-six. ‘The junction of the Hostile fleet semed to theretan the Endependance of Great Britain,’ wrote Able Seaman James Martin of the Neptune, which had just returned to Plymouth for repairs and provisions. He worried that ‘the British fleet was Dispersed into Diferant Eliments’, reckoning that ‘what few we could Muster at Home was Altogether Incompetent’.

Martin’s next experience cannot have been reassuring. Neptune was ordered to join Sir Robert Calder and blockade Ferrol. But on finding Villeneuve there in force, Calder judged that his eight ships could not keep him penned in, and he decided to join up with Cornwallis’s larger force off Brest. He reached the French port on 13 August. Two days later, to the immense relief of Martin and his shipmates, Nelson arrived from the West Indies with twelve more ships.

Neptune’s captain, Thomas Fremantle, was an old friend of Nelson, having served under him in command of a frigate in the Mediterranean: ‘I put a boat in the water and was the only ship that had communication with him, Proby [Lieutenant Granville Proby] carried him all the newspapers I had and saw him for two minutes, he says lord Nelson looked very ill and his message to me was that he was half dead.’ Nelson sailed for England for a brief rest cure, but he left behind ten ships to help guard the approaches to the Channel.

Calder was then sent back towards Ferrol with eighteen ships, Thomas Fremantle’s Neptune among them, to track down Villeneuve once more. His fleet was almost within sight of the Spanish naval base when on Tuesday, 20 August, ‘a Stainge Sail hove in Sight under a press of Canviss and fired Signal Guns upon witch the fleet Hove two’. It was the frigate Naiad, bringing news. A few days earlier, off Ferrol, she had had a narrow escape from a French fleet that had pretended to be British, using the correct British signal to ask her to identify herself. As she fled, shot from the French frigates had passed overhead. It had to have been Villeneuve. But where had he gone? In fact he had arrived at Cadiz that same morning, 20 August, surprising Collingwood, but no one in Calder’s fleet yet knew this. On board Neptune, Captain Thomas Fremantle, Able Seaman James Martin and their shipmates prepared for action, knowing that if their eighteen ships found Villeneuve’s twenty-eight, the British people expected them to destroy the hostile fleet or die in the attempt.

[image: common]

Napoleon spent 20 August inspecting his troops in Boulogne and cursing Villeneuve. Everything was ready. The Imperial Guard and the cavalry were with him. In the first wave 1700 specially constructed boats would lift 113,000 men and 5600 horses. A second wave of 590 transports for 48,000 men and 3400 horses would follow. Napoleon was a man who got things done. He believed in the possible. England would be overwhelmed. All that was needed was sufficient battleships to give his barges a few days’ protection. From the coastal hills the Emperor could plainly see England, and the élite of his Armée d’Angleterre was as impatient as he was for the arrival of his fleet. Napoleon had joined his army at the beginning of the month and each day for the last week he had expected to see Villeneuve’s sails on the horizon.

As the Emperor bubbled with anger, Villeneuve sailed into Cadiz. He was at once ashamed that he had not fought his way through to Boulogne and convinced that he had done the right thing. He did not believe that his ships could win an even battle against the British, and he was fearful of what might happen to his seamen in the English Channel. His crews from Provence, Aquitaine, Andalucía and Galicia had little acquaintance with those hazardous waters. Above all, rational calculation told Villeneuve that, with the British now evidently forewarned, it was pointless to persevere with Napoleon’s plan.

At Corunna and Ferrol his anxieties had been quietly reinforced by his Spanish colleague Admiral Federico Gravina, whose secret orders from the Spanish government forbade him to go to Brest or take part in any landing in Great Britain. The Spanish admiral was probably never pushed to the point where he had to reveal his hand and refuse to sail further north, since he was able to present his unwillingness to do so as common sense. Gravina had written to Denis Decrès, Napoleon’s minister of marine, on 3 August, informing him in the most polite and cogent terms that, in his view, the attempt to invade had already been defeated.

That day Villeneuve told Decrès, his old and trusted friend, that if all else failed he would go to Cadiz and join up with the Spanish squadron there. Safe within its fortified harbour he could get his ships repaired and obtain more supplies. On 7 August he wrote to Decrès, ‘I am about to sail, but I don’t know what I shall do.’ He was worried about the eight ships that had appeared off Ferrol. It might be Nelson. ‘They will follow us,’ he told Decrès. ‘I should be sorry to meet twenty of them. Our naval tactics are antiquated. We know nothing but how to place ourselves in line, and that is just what the enemy wants.’

Villeneuve came of ancient chivalric stock – by family right he was a Knight of Malta. He did not relish the ignominy of avoiding combat and he was apprehensive of how the Emperor would react to his behaviour. He was in no way reassured by the presence in his ship of the Emperor’s aide-de-camp, General Jacques-Alexandre Lauriston, who was commanding the expeditionary force of soldiers that Villeneuve had ferried to Martinique and back. Whereas Villeneuve reported to his friend Decrès on the deficiencies of his men, ships and port facilities, Lauriston wrote weekly letters direct to Bonaparte detailing Villeneuve’s excessive caution and lack of enterprise. Lauriston liked to give Villeneuve advice, and Villeneuve, in the true spirit of inter-service collaboration, liked to refuse it with what Lauriston considered a ‘proud bearing and sarcastic aloofness’.

A passing merchant had told them there were only three British ships outside Cadiz, and Napoleon’s aide suggested that Admiral Charles Magon should race ahead with six ships under cover of darkness to surprise them at dawn. But Villeneuve was worried by another report that he was being tailed and he ignored the opportunity. Lauriston told Napoleon that because they had arrived in daylight the English were able to escape. Some fishermen said that had the French arrived earlier in the morning when the wind was southerly the English would not have been able to get away. But Villeneuve had been too cautious to take a risk. ‘In short, Sire, the fear of Nelson prevailed,’ wrote Lauriston. The bolder officers in the fleet were also disgruntled. The pugnacious and enterprising Magon, further provoked by the insolent behaviour of Collingwood’s ships as they outsailed him, was furious at the missed opportunity.

Flags were hoisted in welcome above the miradors of shining white Cadiz, and crowds cheered from the Alameda and the balconies – but the fleet that swept magnificently into the bay was by no means combined, united or happy.
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