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     David began our February talk by providing the background to the French Revolutionary Wars, 

which began in 1793.   Britain contributed a modest army and significant subsidies for the coalition, 

helped by the introduction of Income Tax in 1799.   However, the main impact was from the British 

fleet, blockading the French ships in their ports and seizing colonies in the West Indies and Ceylon. 

     He then outlined the rise of Napoleon, from his early success as an officer in expelling British troops 

from Toulon in 1793, to his increasing triumphs as a General under the Directorate, and to his becoming 

Emperor in 1804. 

     The Treaty of Amiens two years earlier would be short-lived.   Seeing Britain as his main obstacle 

to expansion, Napoleon gathered his troops around Boulogne to prepare for an invasion.   However, 

while his disciplined army was clearly dominant, he needed control of the sea to transport it – and 

Britain had speedier vessels and more destructive tactics. 

     Napoleon, therefore, commanded Villeneuve, the French admiral, to entice Nelson’s fleet away by 

emerging from Toulon, linking with the Spanish fleet at Cadiz, and sailing to the West Indies.   However, 

with Nelson closing, Villeneuve doubled back from the West Indies and, as the British fleet was aware 

of his position, he sought refuge at Vigo before making his way to Cadiz. 

     Villeneuve was ordered to challenge Nelson and he sailed out to Trafalgar.   On seeing the enemy 

line, Nelson’s plan was to attach it in two columns.   He led the smaller one to attack the ships near the 

enemy flagship in the middle, while the larger column under Collingwood challenged the rear.   Decisive 

destruction followed before the French vanguard could turn to help their comrades.   Although mortally 

wounded, Nelson lived long enough for Hardy to inform him that two thirds of the enemy fleet had 

been destroyed, scuttled or captured. 

     In conclusion, David raised the question as to whether Trafalgar was an overrated victory.   Even 

before the battle Napoleon had turned his focus away from Britain and had defeated the Austrians at 

Ulm.   His army continued to be supreme, crushing Austrian and Russian forces at Austerlitz in 1806.   

It took the 1812 Moscow campaign to savage his army before the Fourth Coalition defeated him at 

Leipzig the following year.   He abdicated in 1814 to go to Elba, before a final flurry that led to his 

decisive defeat at Waterloo. 

     Nevertheless, the Battle of Trafalgar a decade earlier had been a real turning point.   Thereafter the 

British navy retained control of the seas and there could be no possibility of invasion.   David concluded 

his fascinating talk by recognising that in that sense Trafalgar really had been decisive. 
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