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Introduction
Horatio Nelson is a Norfolk born hero. He is famed for his victories against the
French in the Battle of the Nile and the Battle of Trafalgar. Well known for
losing his right arm and sight in his right eye, he is often portrayed as wearing
an eye patch: however, this is thought to be a myth. During the Battle of
Copenhagen he famously put a telescope to his blind eye and declared he
could not see the signal to retreat. This led to the phrase still used today: ‘to
turn a blind eye’. Despite being a celebrated hero today, in his time his affair
with a married woman and his occasional refusal to follow orders in the navy
lost him friends. The documents included in this pack reveal Nelson through
the eyes of people who met him, who worked with him, and people who only
heard about him, and also include some sources by the man himself.
This resource has been put together using documents from the Norfolk
Record Office. A small number of other items have been included, the
permission to use these items has been granted by the appropriate bodies
and information is given below those items.
The resource is intended for Key Stages 2 and 3; however, it can be used for
any age. We have not specified how the documents are to be used to allow
flexibility, and teachers can select as many images as they require.
The information on Nelson was written with the help of the Oxford Dictionary
of National Biography, the Nelson Centenary Souvenir, 1905, which is being
re-published this year by Norfolk County Council and A Portrait of Lord Nelson
by Oliver Warner (1958).
If you have any comments on this resource please contact us on
(01603) 222599 as we are always seeking to improve our service.
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The Life of Nelson
Horatio Nelson was born in Burnham Thorpe in 1758. His father was the rector,
and he was one of 11 children, three of whom died in infancy. He was educated at
Norwich Grammar School, Downham Market School and at the Paston Grammar
School in North Walsham. His mother died when Nelson was nine, leaving his
father to raise all his children on a low income. In order to provide for the family,
the children had to be found employment and Nelson went to sea in 1771 at the
age of 12. He spent his first voyage, a 14-month journey to the West Indies,
working as a midshipman.
Between 1771 and 1793 Nelson was sent on many voyages. In 1773, whilst on a
voyage to the North Pole, he almost died trying to capture a polar bear. After
Nelson’s shot missed the bear, it turned on him. Luckily someone on the ship fired
a cannon at this moment, causing the bear to turn and run, and saving Nelson’s
life in the process.
Nelson’s uncle, Captain Maurice Suckling, became controller of the Navy in 1776
and appointed Nelson to the position of acting Lieutenant of the Worcester. This
was the first of many promotions and titles gained by Nelson throughout his
career. By 1778 Britain was at war with France and Spain and Nelson was sent to
Central America to fight. After defeating the Spaniards at the battle of San Juan,
Nelson became very ill with dysentery and yellow fever and returned home to
Britain to recover.
England was at peace for the years between 1783 and 1793, and Nelson spent
some of this time travelling to the West Indies. It was in the West Indies that
Nelson met Frances Nisbet in 1785. The couple quickly became engaged and
were married in 1787. Nelson’s friend Prince William (later King William IV) gave
Frances away. Nelson and his new wife returned to England, and spent most of
the next five years in Norfolk.
Following the French revolution King Louis XIV of France was executed in January
1793, and France declared war on England and Holland a month later. In May that
year Nelson set sail for the Mediterranean on the Agamemnon to blockade the
French fleet off the coast of Toulon. It was during a battle in Corsica to overthrow
the French rule that Nelson was injured in the right eye by some stones thrown up
by French fire. His eye never recovered completely from that injury. The British
fleet continued their blockade of the Mediterranean until autumn 1796, when they
began to withdraw.
In February 1797 the British caught sight of the Spanish fleet near Cape St
Vincent. The Battle of Cape St Vincent commenced, with only 15 British Ships
fighting 22 Spanish Ships. The Spanish were defeated and Nelson led a British
boarding party onto two of the Spanish ships to claim them as prizes. Nelson
became a Knight of the Bath and was promoted to Rear Admiral. In July 1797,
Nelson heard of a Spanish treasure ship sheltering in Santa Cruz, Tenerife. The
fleet decided to try and take this ship in order to dishearten the Spanish. However,
the town had better defences than expected and very few ships managed to land
at Santa Cruz. Nelson’s ship landed and as he disembarked he was wounded in
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the right arm. He was taken back on board his ship where his injured arm was
amputated.
After recovering from his amputation Nelson continued his search for the French
ships, finding them off the coast of Egypt in August 1798. Seeing they were not
well protected Nelson attacked, capturing, sinking and burning 13 out of 17 French
ships, leaving Napoleon, Emperor of France, stranded in Egypt. News of the great
victory of the Battle of the Nile (sometimes called Aboukir Bay) spread around the
world, with Nelson a hero to many people.
However, the ship was in need of repair and Nelson sailed into Naples. It was
while he was in Naples that he was introduced to Emma Hamilton. Nelson and
Emma Hamilton became increasingly close as time went on, and Emma travelled
back to England with him: they landed at the South Quay in Gorleston in 1800.
The occasion was much celebrated by Nelson’s fellow countymen with church
bells ringing and flags flying. Nelson was sworn freeman of the borough and
addressed the crowd in the Wrestler’s Arms stating ‘I am a Norfolk man and I glory
in being so’. However, once out of Norfolk his heroic reputation was
overshadowed by his relationship with Emma Hamilton, and even King George III
greeted him coldly. This didn’t discourage the relationship and in 1801 Emma gave
birth to a baby girl, whom they called Horatia. Nelson always pretended that
Horatia was an adopted child. She was to die at the age of eighty without knowing
that her godmother Emma Hamilton was also her real mother.
Political minds were still thinking about the war, and it was decided that Britain
should attack the neutral navies of Denmark, Sweden and Russia, to stop them
falling into French hands. Nelson set sail for Copenhagen, Denmark. The Battle of
Copenhagen, in April 1801 was fiercely fought. On seeing that no ground was
being made, the British Commander-in-Chief, Sir Hyde Parker, signalled that the
fleet should retreat. On seeing the command, Nelson put the telescope to his blind
eye and said ‘I really do not see the signal’. The rest of the fleet copied him in
disobeying orders and the battle continued with the British being victorious.
Nelson, without consulting Sir Hyde Parker, made a 14-week truce with Denmark.
On hearing about the battle, ministers in England asked Nelson to take over
Parker’s command.
Nelson’s most celebrated victory occurred in 1805. Nelson was sent after the
French again in his flagship called the Victory. Begun in the year that Nelson was
born, she cost £63,176 (£20 million in todays terms). He cornered them at Cape
Trafalgar. On 21 October 1805 the Battle of Trafalgar began. Before the battle
Nelson sent a signal in semaphore to his fleet stating ‘England expects that every
man will do his duty’. The French fleet was completely disorganised and Nelson
changed his tactics accordingly. After only five hours the British had captured 17
ships and burnt one of the 33 French ships. It was during this battle that Nelson
was shot by a French sniper. He was carried down to the cabin and died a few
hours later.
News of the Battle of Trafalgar and the death of Lord Nelson reached Norwich on
9 November 1805. The body of Lord Nelson was preserved in a cask of brandy to
be brought back to England. On 9 January 1806 Nelson was buried in St Paul’s
Cathedral where large crowds waited to catch a glimpse of the funeral procession.
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Key events in the life of Lord Nelson
1758

Born in Burnham Thorpe, Norfolk

1771

First went to sea as midshipman

1773

Fought a polar bear

1776

Appointed acting Lieutenant of the Worcester

1779

Promoted to Captain

1785

Met Frances Nisbet

1787

Married Frances Nisbet

Battle in Corsica

1794

Wounded in right eye

Battle of Cape St Vincent
Attack on Santa Cruz, Tenerife

1797

Promoted to Rear-Admiral
Wounded in right arm, which was amputated

1798

Ordered attack on French ships in the Nile
Met Emma Hamliton

1799

Created Duke of Brontë

1800

Returned to England, landing at Gorleston

Nelson’s Uncle, Captain Suckling
becomes controller of the Navy
War with
France & Spain,
1778-1783
England at
peace,
1783-1793

War with
France,
1793– 1815

Battle of the Nile

1801
Battle of Copenhagen
Battle of Trafalgar
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Promoted to Vice Admiral
Emma and Nelson had a daughter
Raised telescope to ‘blind eye’ at the battle
Created Viscount Nelson of the Nile
Put out semaphore message at the battle
Died in battle
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Summary of Documents
The documents included below are under copyright. They may
be downloaded onto electronic or similar storage media for
private research or educational use. They must not be copied,
distributed, published or sold without the permission of the
Norfolk Record Office.
About the documents included

PD 571/2

PD 571/4

PD 337/161

N/TC 71/2

MC 154/1
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This is the baptism entry for Nelson in the Burnham Thorpe
parish register, 1758. His father was the Rector of Burnham
Thorpe; it is his signature at the bottom of the page. Information
on Nelson’s life has been added at a later date.
This marriage entry for Thomas Massingham and Elizabeth
Spurgeon shows Nelson’s signature aged 10. It is said that
Nelson was called Horace at home and this is how he signed
his name. The entry has been changed at a later date,
presumably by his father.
In January 1793 Nelson was appointed to command HMS
Agamemnon. This letter was written by Joseph Emerson, on
board the Agamemnon on 9 May 1793. The boat was still in
Portsmouth at this time and set sail to join the Mediterranean
fleet to blockade the French fleet in Toulon later on that month.
Nelson is reputed to have been well liked by his crew and this
letter confirms that.
This letter, dated 26 February 1797, was written by Nelson on
board HMS Irresistible off the coast of Lisbon. It is addressed to
William Herring, the Mayor of Norwich, and presents to the city
the sword of Don Xavier Winthuysen, a Spanish Rear Admiral
who was defeated during the Battle of Cape St Vincent, 12
days earlier. During the battle Nelson boarded two Spanish
ships, the San Nicolas and the San Josef, receiving swords
from both Commanders. Winthuysen’s sword was formally
presented to the assembly in Norwich by the Chamberlain on 3
May 1797.
This letter, dated 18 September 1797, was written by Nelson to
William Herring, Mayor of Norwich between November 1796November 1797. The Spanish Rear Admiral’s sword mentioned
in this letter was sent to Herring on 26 February 1797 (see
N/TC 71/2). Nelson lost his right arm in July 1797, less than two
months before this letter was written. It seems likely from the
style of writing that Nelson dictated the letter to someone else,
but signed it himself using his left hand. Contrast this with N/TC
71/2 written with his right hand, and with WLS LXXXI/12 written
with his left hand.
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This letter from C Thomas, victualling officer, written 28
September 1797, describes visiting Admiral Nelson. It is two
months after Nelson lost his right arm and describes him as
recovering well.
T/C 2/8
The Battle of the Nile took place in August 1798. Two months
later, Thetford Corporation decided to give Nelson the Freedom
of the Borough, as these assembly minutes of 30 October 1798
show. The book also contains a copy of the letter sent by the
Corporation to King George III, congratulating him on the
victory of the British fleet in the Nile.
BRA 553/2,
This transcript of a letter from Dr Charles Burney was written on
78X4
11 December 1798, several months after the Battle of the Nile.
He talks about how the British victory is the first ‘real check’
over France since the French revolution in 1789. Note that even
in 1798 Norfolk was known for its turkeys and dumplings.
MS 4623
This is a transcript of a letter dated March 1799, from Nelson’s
father to Dean Allot of Raphoe in Ireland, about his son’s victory
in the Battle of the Nile. Nelson later also wrote to Allot after his
father’s death.
WLS LXXI/12 This letter written on 3 February 1803 from Nelson to Lord
Walsingham asks for him to deliver the ‘East India Judicature
list’ as Nelson was unable to collect it himself due to his
‘inflamed eyes’.
HIL 5/2/2 & 3, This is a facsimile of a letter, dated 21 October 1803, written by
885X3
Nelson, on board HMS Victory off the coast of Toulon, where
he was blockading the French fleet to prevent them joining
Napoleon in Boulogne. Horatia was called Horatia Nelson
Thompson (Nelson being her middle name) in an attempt to
cover up the illegitimacy of her birth.
PD 571/20
This letter was written by Nelson on 14 May 1804, while he was
blockading the French ships of the coast of Toulon. It shows a
Transcript
sensitive side to Nelson with talk of Burnham and his mother
who had died when he was a child. It also shows that Nelson
was still a religious man, thinking about death and heaven. It is
interesting to note how post was delivered by other ships, on
this occasion taking nearly four months to arrive.
PT 16/1
This letter, dated 18 January 1805, was written by Nelson on
HMS Victory. Nelson was anchored off the Maddalena Islands,
off Northern Sardinia between May 1804- January 1805, to
keep an eye on the French fleet in Toulon, and prevent them
joining Napoleon’s squadron in Boulogne. During this time the
British fleet was often short of naval stores. On 19 January
1805, one day after this letter was written, Nelson heard that
the French fleet had sailed from Toulon, and set sail to find
them.
HIL 5/2/4,
This is a facsimile of a letter from Nelson to his daughter
885X3
Horatia written from HMS Victory, 19 October 1805, two days
before the Battle of Trafalgar. He is hoping for a speedy return
Transcript
to Merton Place in Surrey, a country estate bought by him in
1801, where Emma and William Hamilton lived.
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Gillray

FX 254/2

PD 573/7

Yarmouth
Picture

MS 4156

MC 1666/1,
818X2
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This image was drawn by James Gillray after Nelson’s death. It
shows Emma Hamilton, whom Nelson was betrothed to, as
Britannia and King George III as Captain Hardy, Nelson’s
second in command, to whom Nelson uttered his last words.
This is an invitation to the funeral of Lord Nelson at St Paul’s
Cathedral in London on 9 January 1806. As we have seen,
Nelson told his friend Dean Allot, that he would like to be buried
at Burnham Thorpe next to his father, but it was decided that he
should be buried in St Paul’s.
This is the marriage entry for Philip Ward and Nelson’s
daughter, Horatia. The marriage took place on 19 February
1822, in Burnham Westgate, very close to Nelson’s home
parish of Burnham Thorpe. Horatia has changed her surname
from Thompson to Nelson: this was done at Nelson’s own wish.
This is a picture by William Butcher of how Great Yarmouth
seashore looked at the time of Nelson. You can see from the
picture how important the Navy was at the time with a large
number of ships in the ‘Roads’ (the sea). A number of people
are watching the scene with telescopes.
This cartoon was drawn by Arthur Patteson for the Yarmouth
Mercury in 1903. It shows Nelson landing on the jetty at Great
Yarmouth. The ‘far more pleasant and attractive character’ is
presumably Emma Hamilton. In fact Nelson refused to take part
in festivities on this occasion because he wanted to visit his sick
and wounded men in hospital. The steam ship in the
background is an anachronism.
This sketch from a newspaper clipping, in 1905, shows Nelson
saying farewell to his daughter Horatia. Horatia was called
Horatia Nelson Thompson (Nelson being her middle name) in
an attempt to cover up the illegitimacy of her birth.
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Baptism register for Burnham Thorpe, 1758, NRO Ref. PD 571/2
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Marriage register for Burnham Thorpe, 1769, NRO Ref. PD 571/4
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Extracts from a letter by Joseph Emerson on board the Agamemnon, 1793
NRO Ref. PD 337/161
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Letter from Nelson presenting a captured sword to the City of Norwich, 1797,
NRO Ref. N/TC 71/2
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Letter from Nelson on receiving the Freedom of the City of Norwich, 1797,
NRO Ref. MC 154/1

Page 14 of 36

© Norfolk Record Office, 2005

Norfolk Record Office

Lord Nelson: Norfolk Hero

Letter from C. Thomas describing his visit to Lord Nelson, 1797
NRO Ref. HMN 4/390, 737X8
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Extract from Thetford Assembly book, 1798, NRO Ref. T/C 2/8
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Extract from Thetford Assembly book, 1798, NRO Ref. T/C 2/8
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Typed transcript of letter from Dr Charles Burney, 1798,
NRO Ref. BRA 553/2, 78X4
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Transcript of a letter from Nelson’s father about the victory of the Nile, 1799,
NRO Ref. MS 4623
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Letter from Nelson to Lord Walsingham, 1803, NRO Ref. WLS LXXI/12
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Facsimile of a letter from Nelson to his daughter, Horatia, 1803 (first page),
NRO Ref. HIL 5/2/2 885X3
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Facsimile of a letter from Nelson to his daughter, Horatia, 1803
(second page), NRO Ref. HIL 5/2/3 885X3
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The writing on the reverse of this letter has bled through from the back. To
make it easier to read, there is a transcript on the following page
Letter from Nelson on board the Victory, 1804 (1), NRO Ref. PD 571/20
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The writing on the reverse of this letter has bled through from the back. To
make it easier to read there is a transcript on the following page
Letter from Nelson on board the Victory, 1804 (2), NRO Ref. PD 571/20
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Victory May 14th 1804

Dear Sir
I was by the Leviathan favoured
your letter of Janury 14th. The Superb was in
company with the fleet and the gentle=
=man has I hope fully executed his com=
=mission I therefore shall send him a
letter to the Captain of the Agincourt which
ship is immediately going to England to
give him a passage and every accommo=
=dation in his power
I remember you most
perfectly at Burnham and I shall never
forget the many little kindnesses I received
from your worthy Brother with whom
I was always a great favourite. most
Revd Dean Allott
probably I shall never see Dear dear Burnham
again but I have a satisfaction in thinking
that my bones will probably be laid with
my fathers in the village that gave me
birth (totally different are my sentiments from
Lord Camelfords on that and I hope almost
every other point)
Pardon my Dear sir this
digression but the thoughts of former days brings
all my mother into my heart which shows
itself in my eyes may heaven my
Dear Sir long preserve you in health
For the sake of your family & friends
And amongst the latter allow me to place
The name of your very faithful sert
Nelson and Bronte
Transcript of letter from Nelson on board the Victory, 1804,
NRO Ref. Transcript of PD 571/20
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Letter from Nelson on board the Victory, 1805 (1), NRO Ref. PT 16/1
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Letter from Nelson on board the Victory, 1805 (2), NRO Ref. PT 16/1
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Facsimile of letter from Nelson to his daughter, Horatia, 1805,
NRO Ref. HIL 5/2/4, 885X3
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Victory Oct 19th 1805
My Dearest angel
I was made happy by the
pleasure of receiving your letter of Sept 19th
and I rejoice to hear that you and so
very good a Girl and love my Dear
Lady Hamilton who most dearly loves you
give her a kiss for me. The combined
fleets of the Enemy are now reported
to be coming out of Cadiz and therefore I
answer you letter my dearest Horatia to
mark that you are ever upper=
=most in my thoughts, I shall be sure of
your prayers for my safety, conquest and
speedy return to Dear Merton and our
Dearest good Lady Hamilton. Be a
good girl mind what Miss Connor says
to you. Receive my Dearest Horatia
the affectionate parental blessing of
your father
Nelson & Bronte

Transcript of facsimile of letter from Nelson to his daughter, Horatia, 1805,
NRO Ref. Transcript of HIL 5/2/4, 885X3
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Caricature of the death of Lord Nelson by James Gillray
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Invitation to Nelson’s funeral, 1806, NRO Ref. FX 254/2
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Marriage entry for Horatia Nelson, Burnham Westgate, 1822,
NRO Ref. PD 573/7
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Great Yarmouth seafront at the time of Nelson
Reproduced with the permission of Great Yarmouth Borough Council

Page 33 of 36

© Norfolk Record Office, 2005

Norfolk Record Office

Lord Nelson: Norfolk Hero

Cartoon by Arthur Patteson for the Yarmouth Mercury, NRO Ref. MS 4156
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Image of Nelson saying farewell to his daughter before leaving England for
the last time, 1905, NRO Ref. MC 1666/1, 818X2
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Further Reading

Website Address:
The 1805 Club: http://www.admiralnelson.org/
Admiral Nelson and His Navy: http://www.aboutnelson.co.uk/
National Maritime Museum: http://www.nmm.ac.uk/
The Nelson Society: http://www.nelson-society.org.uk/

Books:
Cannadine, David, Admiral Lord Nelson (2005)
Howarth, David, Nelson:The Immortal Memory (2004)
Lambert, Andrew, Nelson, Britannia’s God of War (2004)
White, Colin, Nelson: The New Letters (2005)
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