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Introduction

	[image: File:The Battle of Trafalgar by William Clarkson Stanfield.jpg]

	Clarkson Frederick Stanfield’s painting, The Battle of Trafalgar

	The Battle of Trafalgar (October 21, 1805)

	"May the Great God, whom I worship, grant to my Country and for the benefit of Europe in general a great and glorious victory; and may no misconduct in anyone tarnish it; and may humanity after Victory be the predominant feature of the British fleet. For myself, individually, I commit my life to Him who made me, and may His blessing light upon my endeavours for serving my Country faithfully. To Him I resign myself and the just cause which is entrusted to me to defend. Amen. Amen. Amen.” - From the diary of Vice Admiral Horatio, Lord Nelson, on the eve of the battle. 

	Over the course of its history, England has engaged in an uncountable number of battles, but a select few have been celebrated like the Battle of Trafalgar, one of the most important naval battles in history. Before the battle, Napoleon still harbored dreams of sailing an invasion force across the English Channel and subduing England, but that would be dashed on October 21, 1805 by a British fleet that was outnumbered and outgunned. 

	That morning, Admiral Horatio Nelson’s fleet, 27 strong, bore down on the Franco-Spanish fleet, approaching at right angles in two columns. French Admiral Pierre-Charles Villeneuve’s disposition was conventional - a single line of battle, ill formed due to the very light winds and the poor seamanship of many of the crews. Traditional naval warfare strategies called for approaching an enemy fleet in one line and then creating a parallel line that allowed as many guns as possible to fire. At the same time, that kind of line of battle allowed for admirals to signal during battle, and it made retreating in an orderly fashion easier. After all, if an enemy’s ships pursued during a retreat, they would break their own line. The problem with that strategy as Nelson saw it is that the ability to retreat meant fighting a decisive naval battle would be made much more difficult. Thus, at Trafalgar he employed a completely innovative strategy. The British plan was to punch straight through the enemy line with two approaching columns of ships, which would cut the Franco-Spanish fleet’s line in three, prompting the melee that they knew would capitalize on their tactical superiority.

	At 11.45 a.m. the Victory hoisted Nelson’s famous signal: “England expects that every man will do his duty”. While Nelson led one advancing column, the second column was led by Admiral Cuthbert Collingwood in the Royal Sovereign, and Collingwood told his officers, "Now, gentlemen, let us do something today which the world may talk of hereafter." By the time the Battle of Trafalgar was finished, Nelson had scored arguably the most decisive victory in the history of naval warfare. The British took 22 vessels of the Franco-Spanish fleet and lost none, but as fate would have it, the man most responsible for the victory in one of history’s most famous naval battles did not get to enjoy his crowning experience. Nelson’s tactics were bold and innovative, but they also unquestionably exposed the advancing column to merciless fire during the approach, especially the Victory, which was naturally at the head of the advance. Around 1:00, the Victory herself was locked in combat with the French ship Redoutable when a sniper on the French ship’s mizzentop took aim at Nelson from about 50 feet away. From such a distance, Nelson was an unquestionably conspicuous target, since he was impeccably dressed in his finest military attire. It was a habit that had caused great consternation before among his men, who had asked that he cover the stars on his uniform so that enemies wouldn’t recognize his rank. Nevertheless, Nelson insisted on wearing them, famously countering, “In honour I gained them, and in honour I will die with them.”  

	The impact of Trafalgar cannot be overstated, as it literally set the stage for the rest of the Napoleonic Era. Unable to invade England, Napoleon was limited to conducting war on the European continent, and while he spent the better part of a decade frustrating the British and their allies, he was eventually undone at Leipzig and then Waterloo nearly a decade after Nelson’s victory at Trafalgar. 

	The Battle of Austerlitz
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	Louis-François, Baron Lejeune’s painting of Napoleon on the eve of the Battle of Austerlitz

	"One sharp blow and the war is over." – Napoleon during the Battle of Austerlitz

	Nearly 50 years after Napoleon met his Waterloo, generals across the West continued to study his tactics and engage their armies the same way armies fought during the Napoleonic Era. Despite advances in military technology and the advent of railroads for transportation, all of which made defensive warfare more effective, acclaimed military geniuses like Robert E. Lee used flank attacks and infantry charges against superior numbers in an effort to win decisive victories, and it would not be until World War I that concepts of modern warfare made the Napoleonic Era of the early 19th century outdated.

	For those questioning why generals continued using tactics from the Napoleonic Era even as technology changed the battlefield, the Battle of Austerlitz may provide the best answer. Napoleon is regarded as one of history’s greatest generals, and Austerlitz was his greatest victory. In 1805, Britain, Austria, and Russia allied together to form the Third Coalition against the French, and the Third Coalition’s forces consisted of armies from Austria and Russia, with Britain providing naval support as well as its financial powers. Napoleon had already defeated and mostly destroyed an Austrian army in October at Ulm before it could link up with the Russians, setting the stage for the Battle of Austerlitz to be the culmination of the war against the Third Coalition as a whole in early December. Despite the smashing victory at Ulm, Napoleon’s French army would still be well outnumbered at Austerlitz by a joint Russo-Austrian army in a battle that would also come to be known as the Battle of Three Emperors. 

	The Battle of Austerlitz was a tactical masterpiece that saw Napoleon actually invite an attack on his army by the bigger Coalition army, and over the course of about 9 hours, the French successfully defended their right flank while counterattacking in the center and splitting the Russo-Austrian army in two, allowing the French to hit the flank of the advancing left wing of the enemy. The result was a decisive victory that virtually annihilated the Third Coalition’s army and made Napoleon the master of the European continent. 

	The influence Austerlitz had on Europe’s political and military situation cannot be overstated. The Third Coalition’s defeat led to the dissolution of the Habsburg Empire, allowed France to redraw the map of Central Europe, and ultimately put into place the chain of events that would lead to France’s subsequent wars. Furthermore, Austerlitz set the model that every general hoped to emulate in battle, and the results were undoubtedly on Napoleon’s mind when he tried to use the same movement strategies in an attempt to keep Prussian and British armies from linking together at the Battle of Waterloo nearly 10 years after Austerlitz.

	Napoleon’s Invasion of Russia (1812)
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	Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow, by Adolf Northern (1845)

	 “The thunderstorms of the 24th turned into other downpours, turning the tracks——some diarists claim there were no roads in Lithuania——into bottomless mires. Wagon sank up to their hubs; horses dropped from exhaustion; men lost their boots. Stalled wagons became obstacles that forced men around them and stopped supply wagons and artillery columns. Then came the sun which would bake the deep ruts into canyons of concrete, where horses would break their legs and wagons their wheels.” - Richard K. Riehn

	French emperor Napoleon Bonaparte was not a man made for peacetime. By 1812, he had succeeded in subduing most of his enemies – though in Spain, the British continued to be a perpetual thorn in his flank that drained the Empire of money and troops – but his relationship with Russia, never more than one of mutual suspicion at best, had now grown downright hostile. At the heart of it, aside from the obvious mistrust that two huge superpowers intent on dividing up Europe felt for one another, was Napoleon’s Continental blockade. Russia had initially agreed to uphold the blockade in the Treaty of Tilsit, but they had since taken to ignoring it altogether. Napoleon wanted an excuse to teach Russia a lesson, and in early 1812 his spies gave him just that: a preliminary plan for the invasion and annexation of Poland, then under French control.

	Napoleon wasted no time attempting to defuse the situation. He increased his Grande Armee to 450,000 fighting men and prepared it for invasion. On July 23rd, 1812, he launched his army across the border, despite the protestations of many of his Marshals. The Russian Campaign had begun, and it would turn out to be Napoleon’s biggest blunder. Russia’s great strategic depth already had a habit of swallowing armies, a fact many would-be conquerors learned the hard way. Napoleon, exceptional though he was in so many regards, proved that even military genius can do little in the face of the Russian winter and the resilience of its people. 

	From a purely military standpoint, much of the campaign seemed to be going in Napoleon’s favor since he met with little opposition as he pushed forwards into the interior with his customary lightning speed, but gradually this lack of engagements became a hindrance more than a help; Napoleon needed to bring the Russians to battle if he was to defeat them. Moreover, the deeper Napoleon got his army sucked into Russia, the more vulnerable their lines of supply, now stretched almost to breaking point, became. The Grande Armee required a prodigious amount of material in order to keep from breaking down, but the army’s pace risked outstripping its baggage train, which was constantly being raided by Cossack marauders. Moreover, Napoleon’s customary practice of subsisting partially off the land was proving to be ineffective: the Russians were putting everything along his line of advance, including whole cities, to the torch rather than offer him even a stick of kindling or sack of flour for his army. The horses, in particular, were having the worst of it, with the relentless pace and poor forage killing them in ever greater numbers. Like all armies of the time, moreover, Napoleon’s force had acquired a slew of camp-followers, a motley collection of soldiers’ wives, servants, prostitutes, and merchants of every description, who were horribly vulnerable to the hit-and-run attacks of the Cossacks. 

	Napoleon, like a man punching at shadows, got increasingly desperate. The more he advanced, the more he needed a battle, to get a chance to rest his troops in the aftermath, plunder the surrounding countryside, and above all lessen the number of enemies harrying his advance. On September 7th, 1812, he must have thought his prayers had finally been answered as the Russians had decided to stand and fight almost at the very gates of Moscow. Battle was promptly joined, with horrific effect: the Battle of Borodino, as it was later called, resulted in a combined casualty toll of over 75,000, a hideously long butcher’s bill that crippled the Grande Armee. The Russian army retreated and Napoleon was able to occupy Moscow, hoping this would persuade the Tsar to sue for peace. However, even as his advance guard pushed into the city, the retreating Russians put the capital to the torch. The Russian Army’s retreat also ensured that it would live to fight another day, if necessary. 

	This was a crippling blow for Napoleon, who had been sure that taking Moscow would prompt the Russians to surrender. Instead, with winter on the way, they appeared more bellicose than ever. Napoleon and his army lingered for several weeks in the burnt shell of Moscow but then, bereft of supplies and facing the very real threat of utter annihilation, Napoleon gave the order to retreat. 

	What followed was one of the most grueling and horrific ordeals ever endured by an army in recorded history. The retreat from Moscow to the safety of the Berezina river, a march of 400 miles which almost all Napoleon’s men had to carry out on foot (most of the horses had long since perished of cold, hunger, or simply been eaten) in the middle of the merciless Russian winter, was a nightmare worse than Napoleon could ever have imagined. One can only speculate as to what his thoughts could have been as he watched his men torn apart by the sabers of marauding Cossacks or simply killed where they lay or sat by the cold, but doubtless he must have rued the day he ever set foot into Russia. In some units, discipline broke down completely, with reports of cannibalism and other atrocities running rife. Others managed to keep their order, but discipline could do little against hunger and the relentless cold. By the time the Grande Armee had reached the Berezina, it had been decimated: of the over 450,000 fighting men that had invaded Russia that autumn, less than 40,000 remained. 

	The Battle of Leipzig (October 16-19, 1813)
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	Alexander Zaureweid’s illustration depicting the battle

	Though Napoleon Bonaparte's unquenchable thirst for military adventurism eventually cost him both his throne and his freedom during the Napoleonic Wars of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the French Emperor was not easily defeated even when most of Europe's nations united against him. Two military setbacks on a scale unprecedented in history until then were required before the high tide of Napoleon's success began to ebb towards the final denouement of the Hundred Days and the famous battle of Waterloo. 

	The incredible losses inflicted on Napoleon's Grand Armee by the ill-fated invasion of Russia in 1812 constituted the first setback to switch the Corsican's life journey from the road of success to that of defeat and exile. A huge, veteran, highly experienced force, the French Army of Napoleon perished on the rain-soaked tracks and sun-seared plains of Russia. Napoleon eventually committed over 400,000 men to his Russian project, but at the end of a relatively brief campaign, only about 40,000 men returned alive to Germany, and the Russians took some 100,000 prisoner and largely absorbed them into the Russian military or population. The remainder died, principally from starvation but also through enemy action and the bitter cold of early winter. 

	Napoleon's Russian adventure gutted his veteran army, depriving him of the majority of his finest and most loyal soldiers. Those who remained formed the hard core of his new armies, but the Russian fiasco damaged their health and embittered their previously unquestioning loyalty. Napoleon raised vast new armies, but circumstances compelled him to fill the ranks with raw recruits, whose fighting skills did not equal their undoubted bravery and whose dedication to the Napoleonic cause was shaky, and in many cases due solely to coercion. The tough, experienced, faithful veteran found himself outnumbered by unwilling, sketchily trained amateurs.

	These factors set the stage for the second setback, which essentially sealed the fate of Napoleon's empire. The four-day Battle of Leipzig in October 1813, romantically but accurately dubbed the "Battle of the Nations," proved the decisive encounter of the War of the Sixth Coalition and essentially determined the course the Napoleonic Wars took from that moment forward. All the belligerents showed awareness that the European conflict's climax was at hand: “There was keen determination in Prussia to exact revenge for the humiliation visited by Napoleon, but enthusiasm for armed struggle that would bring the eviction of the French found enthusiastic response throughout the German states. […] To minimize his army’s exposure and purchase time to rebuild, Napoleon might have stood on the defensive, but he followed his standard strategy of deciding the campaign with a bold advance to achieve decisive victory in one stroke.” (Tucker, 2011, 302).

	The resultant collision was the single largest field action of the Napoleonic Wars, dwarfing Waterloo in size, complexity, and overall importance. The Battle of Leipzig was probably the combat which involved the highest concentration of men on a single extended battlefield on the planet up to that point in history, and would not be exceeded until the vast struggles of the First World War almost precisely a century later. 

	Its outcome permanently settled what might be called the Napoleonic question, though it could not undo the massive changes Napoleon's conquests brought to the European continent. The old Europe of feudal nobility, absolute monarchs, strong clerical power, and relatively slow technical progress soon gave way to the potent dynamism, enormous new mental horizons, and fresh possibilities of the modern age.

	The Battle of Waterloo
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	The Battle of Waterloo, by William Sadler

	 “Believe me, nothing except a battle lost can be half so melancholy as a battle won.” –Wellington after the Battle of Waterloo

	It is late in the evening of 18th June, 1815. The scene is a coaching inn on the road between Charleroi and Brussels, a few miles south of the village of Mont St. Jean, in what is now Belgium. The inn is located on a crossroad, and for 100 yards either side of it men are strewn, dead or dying. These are elements of Napoleon’s elite Imperial Guard, three battalions of which had retreated towards the inn at the end of the battle. With the rest of the Armee du Nord streaming past him, Napoleon had taken personal command. Yet before long even these grizzled veterans had joined the rout. Now he too has left the field, fated to head for Paris, captivity, exile and an early death. 

	Across the rolling countryside a mile or two in either direction, a further 40,000 lie dead or injured. Night has fallen on one of the continent’s most cataclysmic battles. At the inn, the two exhausted but victorious allied commanders meet for the first time that day. Marshal Blucher and the Duke of Wellington shake hands and speak briefly, in broken French. Their close cooperation has ensured the final defeat of Napoleonic France and put an end to 23 years of almost constant warfare across the continent. Appropriately, the inn is called “La Belle Alliance”.   

	Waterloo is the most famous battle in modern history if not all of history, and appropriately so. Gathering an army of 100,000 men, Napoleon marched into what is now Belgium, intent on driving his force between the advancing British army under the Duke of Wellington and the Prussian forces under Marshal Blucher. It was the kind of daring strategy that only Napoleon could pull off, as he had at places like Jena and Austerlitz.

	At Waterloo, however, it would end disastrously, as Napoleon’s armies were unable to dislodge Wellington and unable to keep the Prussians from linking up with the British. The battle would end with the French suffering nearly 60% casualties, the end of Napoleon’s reign, and the restructuring of the European map. Simply put, the next 200 years of European history can be traced back to the result of the battle that day in 1815. 
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Napoleonic Warfare

	The warfare of the Napoleonic era revolved around three fighting arms: the infantry, cavalry and artillery. Infantry tactics and equipment had not evolved substantially since the early 18th century, and the foot soldier of Waterloo looked and fought a lot like his counterpart of a hundred years earlier. The standard weaponry was a smoothbore musket and bayonet. The muskets were largely inaccurate at anything over a hundred yards and were at their most effective at under 20 yards. Tactics were mostly linear, relying on massed firepower and shock action, and one of the innovations of the age were the formation of infantry squares to resist cavalry attack. The armies marched in columns before deploying in line, but the French in particular sometimes attacked in column. Light troops, or skirmishers, would swarm ahead of the main line and in closer terrain like woodland. Some of these units had rifles - with a slower rate of fire but much greater accuracy and range. Infantry, as they are today, remained the backbone of any army, vital for anchoring a position and holding ground. 

	The cavalry, which were numerous on the Napoleonic battlefield, were broadly divided into “heavy” and “light” types. The heavies were trained for shock action - charging into melee, ideally against shaken or broken infantry. Light cavalry, as well as having a reconnaissance and skirmishing role off the battlefield, were faster and more mobile. Some would act as mounted skirmishers, using short cavalry carbines. Others would seek opportunities to harry a retreating foe or occasionally were used like the heavies to charge formed units. Most cavalry carried a sword and pistols or carbine. Some light cavalry, particularly in the French and Prussian armies, were equipped with fearsome lances, a terrifying and deadly weapon against broken infantry.  

	Field artillery came in two types, horse and foot. The period also saw extensive use of heavier siege guns, though these immobile weapons were not to be a feature of the Waterloo campaign. Horse artillery was designed to keep up with and support cavalry units, with every man mounted and sufficient horses to pull the guns and caissons at a relatively rapid pace. This speed also gave such batteries the ability to dash forward and offer direct offensive support during infantry attacks. Foot batteries were similar and more numerous, but less easy to move around the battlefield. Napoleon had himself been an artillery officer, and it is therefore no surprise that the French artillery arm was the best of its day. French guns were lighter, more numerous and more standardized than those of the allies; tactically, French generals were fond of massing “grand batteries”, employing dozens of guns in one critical place on the battlefield. Round shot was used at long range (up to 1,200 yards or so), with murderous case or grape shot (which acted like a large shotgun) for short range work against massed bodies of troops. High trajectory howitzer batteries fired explosive shells designed to set buildings and strongpoints ablaze.

	Above all though, it was the interplay of these three systems which was the key to tactical success. Cavalry would not charge home on formed steady infantry, but they could be devastating against a wavering line. A concentrated artillery bombardment might create the casualties and loss of morale to give the cavalry its chance. An infantry line provided a huge volume of short-range firepower which would break up many an attack, but the threat of a cavalry charge might force the infantry into squares, which could then be destroyed by artillery. And so on. It was like a deadly version of “rock-paper-scissors”. 

	From a strategic standpoint, this was an era of massed armies and large decisive battles, often spanning more than one day. In the relatively benign terrain of western Europe, France in particular experimented with a forage-based supply system, but this proved completely inadequate in Russia or Spain. Guerilla warfare emerged as a means for a conquered civilian population to chip away at the morale of an occupying power. 

	Of all the participants, it was revolutionary France which had led the move away from the smaller-scale, more sedate warfare of the previous age. There was a real sense in France that this was the “Nation at Arms” - i.e. that society itself - and its revolution - were under attack. Thus, France relied upon conscription and the big citizen armies. As France fought for survival, a new breed of generals tore up the rule book, employing forced marches, fighting throughout the year and running rings round their early opponents. By 1815 France had a well balanced, well commanded army. The French army corps system - with each corps able to operate independently if necessary, gave them huge strategic flexibility. Tactically, powerful French artillery, massed columnar attacks and confident generalship, especially under Napoleon, had usually given France the edge.

	In the British army, however, the French found a strong opponent. British infantry were tremendously stubborn on the defensive, which, combined with their preference for the reverse slope, represented an effective counter to French offensive tactics. They also had excellent light troops, capable of holding advanced strongpoints or skirmishing and sniping ahead of the line. Furthermore, Britain’s army, despite Wellington’s concerns at Waterloo, had a very high proportion of elite regiments, such as the Foot Guards and the Highland regiments. Their cavalry was a powerful shock arm, but lacked the numbers of the French and certainly lacked the discipline, often proving more difficult to rally after a charge. Britain’s trump card, though, was the Duke of Wellington himself. Wellington understood contemporary tactics very well, and while he considered Napoleon worth 50,000 men, Napoleon dismissed Wellington as a “sepoy general”, a reference to Wellington’s time spent fighting in India. 

	The Prussian infantry were regarded as steady and brave. They had a lot of heavy (if slow) artillery, capable heavy cavalry and numerous regiments of lancers. However, their recent record had been a mixed one, with decisive defeats at Jena and Auerstedt, countered by a proud role in the “Battle of Nations” at Leipzig in 1813. Prussia’s emerging contribution to the warfare of this period was subtle, if fundamental: she was beginning to develop a modern and effective system of high command. This was to be evident at Waterloo and was to make its mark in Europe for the next 150 years. 

	Lastly, mention should be made of the smaller contingents within the “British” army. The King’s German Legion, some 6,000 strong, although German troops, were equipped, trained and led exactly as their British colleagues, with the quality to match. The Dutch and Belgian troops however, would prove to be a less certain proposition for Wellington. The vacillations of recent European history meant that most had been trained in the French school and many had fought for France. 

	
Trafalgar

	The Naval Campaigns of 1805

	In December 1804, Napoleon had himself crowned Emperor of France at Notre Dame, adopting the title Napoleon I, and a few months later, Napoleon held another grand coronation in Milan to crown himself King of Italy. The newly anointed Empereur shook the European ancien regime to the core, and all across Europe, monarchs sat up and took notice. An upstart might become the leader of a country, but for him to declare himself royalty was unthinkable. Austria, Russia and Portugal eventually joined Britain in declaring war on France, but Napoleon remained focused on Britain itself. Napoleon believed that if he could defeat the British, Austria and Russia would lose heart and withdraw their armies.
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	Napoleon
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	Coronation of Napoleon I and Empress Josephine by Jacques-Louis David (1804).

	With this plan in mind, Napoleon dispatched his navy southwards down the English Channel, attempting to persuade the Royal Navy that they were headed for the British West Indies, but even the French emperor couldn’t have been confident when it came to naval maneuvers. By 1805, the British navy was the most powerful in the Mediterranean and the Eastern Atlantic, and they were actively enforcing the Continental Blockade. 
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	Nelson
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	Portrait of Villeneuve

	The British had been enforcing the blockade for several years by this point, which wasn’t suited to Nelson’s aggressive nature. When war had broken out in May 1803, Nelson was given a full command in the Mediterranean for the first time, and his flagship was the 100 gun Victory, with Thomas Hardy as captain. As ever, he sought battle with the hopes of annihilating the French fleet and thereby giving British interests a free hand. French naval strategy was more cautious, but it was essentially designed to secure supremacy over the English Channel, even if only temporarily, in order to facilitate Napoleon’s intended invasion of Britain. In essence, this would involve uniting their Channel and Mediterranean fleets, whilst preventing a unified British fleet from intervening. 
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	Hardy

	Napoleon had devised a series of complex maneuvers and ruses designed to achieve this, but the problem was in the execution. He had little understanding of the difficulties of naval warfare, particularly in terms of communication and coordination. It was not possible to move fleets about on the map as if they were army corps, and moreover, most French admirals had a realistic if timid view of Britain’s Royal Navy. Time after time, it was only the cajoling of the Emperor that would persuade them to sea, and even then they demonstrated a fondness for rapid retreats back to port. It would not be fair to caricature such conduct as cowardice, because commanders like Villeneuve appreciated that French fleets were expensive assets and difficult to replace. 

	Furthermore, as a nod to Nelson’s abilities, the French naval officers operated cautiously under the belief that it was better to have a fleet than to expose it under anything other than very favorable odds. Years earlier, Horatio Nelson had comprehensively defeated the French Navy under Vice-Admiral Pierre-Charles Villeneuve at the Battle of the Nile in 1798. This had left the French fleet staggering, and perhaps just as importantly, its most senior naval officer now had a healthy fear of engaging Nelson in open battle again.

	This protracted form of warfare did not suit Nelson’s temperament, and yet he saw little opportunity for forcing the issue. By now, the Royal Navy was equipped and trained to maintain blockades on an indefinite basis, rotating ships, ensuring the crews remained sharp through competitive gunnery drills, and establishing a well organized system of replenishment. As a naval fighting force, its self-belief was matched only by its competence during the 18th and 19th centuries, and it fully expected to win any encounter on anything like equal terms with its enemies. At the same time, experienced Royal Navy officers realized the navy had no real means of forcing opponents to sea, making the type of decisive action Nelson sought very difficult.  

	In 1805, the Franco-Spanish had only a handful of harbors capable of sheltering a deep-sea battle fleet, including Toulon in the Mediterranean and Cadiz, Ferrol and Brest in the Atlantic. In early 1805, Admiral Villeneuve was blockaded in Toulon by Nelson with a large portion of the French fighting fleet, but Napoleon issued instructions for Villeneuve to force the blockade by any means possible before slipping past Gibraltar, after which he was to rendezvous with the Spanish fleet emerging from Ferrol and Cadiz. After a sortie into the Caribbean to attack British overseas holdings and persuade the Royal Navy to chase him across the Atlantic, Villeneuve was to double back towards the Channel, sweeping the depleted Channel Blockading Force aside and enabling the fleet in Brest, currently rotting at anchor, to set sail. Brest was to be the springboard for Napoleon’s planned invasion of Britain, and it was currently full of warships and troop transports awaiting the embarkation of the vast army camped in nearby Boulogne, but the Royal Navy’s stranglehold of the port meant that Napoleon’s fleet would be blown to pieces if it tried to force its way out of the harbor. Thus, for the French plans to succeed, it was imperative that Brest be liberated, and for the British to prevent an all-out invasion of their home soil, which they were not nearly adequately prepared to resist (particularly with the Thames navigable virtually all the way to London), Napoleon’s plans had to be frustrated at all costs. The most effective way to do this was to engage the French and Spanish in open battle on the high seas, where Nelson was certain he could succeed by dint of sheer superior seamanship, and end the threat once and for all by destroying the enemy fleet.

	Despite his misgivings, Villeneuve eventually gave in to Napoleon’s immense pressure. On January 16, 1805, Édouard Thomas Burgues de Missiessy, Villeneuve’s colleague at Brest, managed to evade the blockade imposed by Rear Admiral Thomas Graves and escape into the Atlantic, bound for the West Indies. Another British fleet under Admiral Thomas Cochrane gave chase, and meanwhile Villeneuve slipped out of Toulon to join Missiessy. Nelson’s blockade at Toulon was an “open” one, in which the heavy units lay back and leave the watch on the port to frigates. While the frigates reported to Nelson, Villeneuve actually returned to port only two days later; he had been defeated by appalling weather, which would have been difficult enough for his battleships to handle and downright impossible for his troop transports. Nelson did not know this, so he commenced a six week patrol of the western Mediterranean basin, swatting at phantoms. After nearly two years at sea, this did little to improve his mood. 

	While Nelson scoured the Mediterranean in the mistaken belief that Villeneuve was heading for Egypt, Villeneuve slipped through Gibraltar and then linked up with the Spanish before sailing for the Caribbean with Nelson in pursuit. Controversy still surrounds the purpose of the French sortie to the Caribbean. The British holdings there were vulnerable and vital, but Villeneuve had 7,000 troops embarked, enough to seize an island or two but not enough to make a difference in any invasion of Britain. Napoleon still had 90,000 troops on the Channel for that. It may simply have been a diversion to draw the Royal Navy away from the critical theater, but for Nelson, this was irrelevant. His task was to pursue the enemy and defeat him, so he pursued Villeneuve over to the Caribbean. 

	More frustration followed for both sides in the Caribbean. Villeneuve undertook little offensive action, while Nelson, usually one or two days behind, attempted to locate him and bring him to battle. False intelligence, simple bad luck and Villeneuve’s timidity combined to prevent this from happening. On June 11, the French set off back across the Atlantic, with Nelson in pursuit as soon as he discovered what had happened. Misjudging French intentions, he sailed toward Gibraltar while Villeneuve went north.

	Villeneuve was successful in evading Nelson’s fleet in the Atlantic and was intent upon executing the second phase of Napoleon’s plan, the attack on the blockading force off Brest, when he was ambushed by a Royal Navy squadron under Vice-Admiral Sir Robert Calder off Cape Finisterre in late July. Calder fought an indecisive action over the following two days, for which he was ultimately censured. Although two of the Spanish ships were captured, Villeneuve was allowed to make port in Ferol, joining up with other Spanish units there.  

	Nelson reached Gibraltar at the end of July. Disappointed, his Mediterranean fleet was merged with the Channel fleet and he took the Victory back to Britain. To his surprise, Nelson was given a rapturous reception wherever he went. He had, it was felt, saved the British West Indies and could do no wrong.

	 The third element in the French plan was Admiral Honoré Joseph Antoine Ganteaume, whose fleet was blockaded at Brest. Ganteaume attempted to break out in March, but when he was caught by a British squadron led by Vice Admiral John G. Cotton, he declined to fight and instead returned to port. Nelson had deliberately deployed his fleet well off the French coast, hoping to draw the enemy out, but this was an extremely difficult balancing act, for it made tracking the French more problematic: the looser the blockade, the more likely they were to slip through. This time it did not pay off. Although the French nearly ran into Nelson’s fleet off Sardinia, they eventually managed to pass through the straits at Gibraltar and break out into the Atlantic. Followed by a Spanish squadron under Admiral Federico Carlos Gravina, they too headed for the West Indies.

	[image: File:Federico Gravina.jpg]

	Gravina

	Furious at Villeneuve’s timidity, Napoleon sent letters demanding that he sail for Brest without delay, and now that he was once again caught between a rock and a hard place, Villeneuve set sail in late March. However, he started seeing phantoms, so, becoming convinced the British fleet was shadowing his movements in preparation for an assault, he turned south and made berth in Cadiz with his fleet and a sizeable portion of the Spanish navy. 21 French ships of the line and a huge flotilla of transports remained immured inside Brest, useless, while Napoleon fumed and his army in Boulogne sat by their campfires and waited. With no sign of Villeneuve by late August, Napoleon was forced to march his army against his enemies in Europe rather than see its morale completely evaporate, thus scrapping, at least temporarily, his plans for an invasion of Britain. 

	With his fleets bottled up in Brest and Cadiz, Napoleon marched his Grande Armee towards Bavaria, where reports indicated a large Austrian army under General Karl Mack von Leiberich was headed. A Russian reinforcement army was not far behind Mack, but Napoleon marched his army between the two of them on October 9, cutting off Mack’s line of advance and forcing him to fall back on Ulm. By separating the two Coalition forces, he was able to confront them piecemeal, and after a brilliant series of movements, Napoleon completely enveloped Mack’s army and then utterly annihilated it on October 20th, 1805, killing or wounding 12,000 Austrians and capturing 30,000 more. 
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