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Horatio Nelson (Bravery)

Horatio Nelson, 1st Viscount Nelson was an English admiral who is famous for the part he played in the Napoleonic Wars against France. It was as a result of his bravery in these wars, and in particular the Battle of Trafalgar when he lost his life, that he became one of the greatest naval heroes in the history of the United Kingdom.

On 21 October 1805 Nelson engaged in his final battle, the Battle of Trafalgar. Napoleon Bonaparte had been massing forces once again for an invasion of the British Isles, but he decided that his navy was not adequate to secure the Channel for the invasion barges, so he started moving his troops elsewhere in Europe. 

Nelson's last dispatch, written on 21 October, read:

At daylight saw the Enemy's Combined Fleet from East to E.S.E.; bore away; made the signal for Order of Sailing, and to Prepare for Battle; the Enemy with their heads to the Southward: at seven the Enemy wearing in succession. 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 any one tarnish it; and may humanity after Victory be the predominant feature in 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.

As the two fleets moved towards engagement, Nelson ran up a 31 flag signal to the rest of the fleet, spelling out the famous phrase ‘England expects that every man will do his duty’. The original signal that Nelson wished to make to the fleet was Nelson confides that every man will do his duty (meaning 'is confident that they will'). The signal officer asked Nelson if he could substitute the word 'expects' for 'confides' as 'expects' was included in the code devised by Sir Home Popham, whereas 'confides' would have to be spelled out letter by letter. Another officer suggested that ‘England’ would be more powerful than ‘Nelson’. Nelson agreed, and the signal was run up Victory's mizzenmast.

After crippling the French flagship Bucentaure, Victory moved on to the Redoutable. The two ships became entangled, at which point snipers in the fighting tops of Redoutable were able to pour fire down on to the deck of Victory. Nelson was one of those hit: a bullet entered his left shoulder, pierced his lung, and came to rest at the base of his spine. Nelson retained consciousness for four hours, but died soon after the battle ended with a British victory.

Nelson's final words (as related by Victory's surgeon William Beatty, based on the accounts of those who were with Nelson when he died) were, ‘Thank God I have done my duty’. According to Beatty, he repeated these words several times until he became unable to speak. It is unknown whether he was in a delirious state when repeating the sentence.

In his dying hours, Nelson was also attended by his chaplain, Alexander Scott; his steward, Chevalier; and the purser, Walter Burke. Their accounts have been available to Nelson's modern biographers. In those accounts, Nelson's last words were, ‘Drink, drink. Fan, fan. Rub, rub.’ This was a request to alleviate his symptoms of thirst, heat, and the pains of his wounds. 

It is a common misconception that Nelson's last words were, ‘Kiss me, Hardy’, spoken to the captain of HMS Victory, Thomas Hardy. Nelson did, in fact, say these words to Hardy a short time before his death, but they were not his last words as Hardy was not present at his death, having been called back on deck. Some have speculated that Nelson actually said ‘Kismet, Hardy’, but this is unlikely, since the word kismet did not enter the English language until much later, although he may have heard the word used by a Turk.

The bullet that killed Nelson was removed from his body and is now on public display in Windsor Castle.

Victory was towed after the battle to Gibraltar, with Nelson's body preserved in a barrel of brandy. Legend has it that, ironically, it was French brandy that had been captured during the battle. (This was the origin of the phrase ‘Tapping the Admiral’ for having a small hard drink.) Upon the arrival of his body in London, Nelson was given a state funeral (one of only five non-royal Britons to receive the honour – others include the Duke of Wellington and Sir Winston Churchill) and entombment in St Paul's Cathedral.
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