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PREFACE to Volume 2

The General Preface in Volume 1 of this work introduces the Falklands Saga project with a Foreword, an Introduction and Acknowledgements for all volumes, and briefly describes the geography and wildlife of the Falkland Islands before recounting their history from their first discovery around 1518-19 to the middle of the fateful year 1831.

This second volume carries on from there and covers developments till 1855, by which time Argentina had definitively accepted that the islands were British territory.1

To enable easier reference, at the end of the running text this volume repeats the Glossary and the “Note on Log-Keeping” from Volume 1 (including a few additions), together with a new “Note on muster books”.

Graham Pascoe

March 2022

A note on the second (Standard, print-on-demand) edition

This second edition has been thoroughly revised and updated, and contains a number of corrections, additions and improvements. The most significant changes concern William Smyley, especially in vol. 1, section 11.56, and vol. 3, section 17.10. In all the (very few) cases of difference between the first and second editions, the second edition naturally corrects and supersedes the first edition. A cumulative list of corrections for all four volumes will be found in Volume 5.

Graham Pascoe

January 2024




	
		1 The Library Edition of Volume 2 of this work contains 609,346 words and 2,868 footnotes; this second (Standard) Edition contains 610,168 words and 2,873 footnotes.

	



		
	

CHAPTER TWELVE

The years 1831-2: the Second Falklands Crisis, Part I: American ships seized;
Part II: the Lexington raid; murder at Port Louis, I; murder at Port Louis, II; Clio arrives

The Second Falklands Crisis, Part I: Argentina versus the United States, 1831-2

12.1 Louis Vernet’s disastrous mistake

Between John Biscoe’s visits to Port Louis in 1830 and 1832, while Biscoe was making his gruelling voyage round Antarctica, Louis Vernet made a disastrous mistake. In July and August 1831, without informing the governments in Buenos Aires or Washington in advance, he seized three American sealing vessels that had been working around the South Atlantic for some time: the Harriet and the Breakwater of Stonington (Connecticut), and the Superior of New York. The captains of the Harriet and Superior had earlier traded with Vernet; he had given them a printed warning not to seal around the Falklands or Patagonia (vol. 1, chapter 11, figs. 11.43a and b), but he had taken no action, giving them the impression that it was only a matter of form. But now, abandoning his new policy of attracting ships to Port Louis (section 11.81), he had them seized at gunpoint, took their crews prisoner, sold some of their cargo, and sailed in the Harriet to Buenos Aires hoping to have her declared lawful prize by the prize court and hence his property.1

Vernet’s seizures of US ships began what I call “the Second Falklands Crisis”, following the First Falklands Crisis of 1770-71 (vol. 1, chapter 5) and preceding the Third Falklands Crisis of 1981-2 (vol. 3, chapter 26, and vol. 4, chapter 27). Like the other two Falklands Crises, the Second Falklands Crisis took place in three phases: Part I was Vernet’s seizures of American ships, which led directly to Part II, an act of reprisal by Master Commandant Silas Duncan of the United States corvette Lexington (the “Lexington raid”), in which some inhabitants of Port Louis were taken prisoner, many others were induced to leave the islands, and Vernet’s establishment was greatly reduced, though it still continued. The American involvement worried the British government and led in turn to Part III, a visit to the islands by HMS Clio, sent by the Admiralty to keep a check on what was happening in the islands, especially any American presence.

12.2 The Second Falklands Crisis: the documentation

The dispute between Argentina and the United States lasted for many years and generated hundreds of pages of mutual recriminations, the many printings and reprintings of which, in both Spanish and English, are a minor saga in their own right.2

Vernet’s actions also gave rise to extensive documentation originating from private individuals. Captain Gilbert Davison of the schooner Harriet gave an account of what happened around Port Louis in 1831 in six affidavits he swore later, the first two in Buenos Aires in November and December 1831, the other four aboard the USS Lexington at Port Louis in early January 1832 (sections 12.20, 12.35); I number them “Davison 1” to “Davison 6”, full texts in Appendix A.23. Vernet’s own account is contained in his long statement of 10 August 1832 (Vernet’s “Report”; see footnote below) and in “Vernet Answers 1836-7”, the latter in Appendix A.24.3 Vernet also preserved a large archive of documents on the events of this period, including many letters in the form of keeping-copies, drafts or originals, and some ephemeral messages and notes. An important part of this archive is a collection of evidence to support his accusations against the American ships; it includes sworn statements by crew members and also his “Abridged statement of the operations of the schooner Harriet”, apparently summarised from the personal log of the Breakwater’s second mate Richard Coffin, which Coffin had taken with him when he transferred to the Harriet on 16 July 1831.4 The account given here is drawn from those sources, supplemented where necessary from other documents.

The events of the Second Falklands Crisis up to July 1831 will now be briefly recapitulated from the account in Volume 1, chapter 11, and will then be recounted in detail.

The Second Falklands Crisis, Part I: Louis Vernet seizes American sealing ships

12.3 The voyage of the Harriet, X: the story so far; to Salvador Water5

First, here is a brief summary of the events around the Falklands leading up to the seizure of three American sealing ships by Louis Vernet (fuller account in vol. 1, sections 11.74-11.92):

Like all the American sealing captains, Gilbert Davison of the Harriet thought nothing of Vernet’s pretensions or of the warning circular Vernet had given him in November 1830 (11.43), and carried on regardless. He had had a moderately successful sealing expedition around Tierra del Fuego and Patagonia (which Vernet wished to reserve for his own exclusive use, like the Falklands) before returning to the Falklands on 13 February 1831. On 16 February he had transferred his cargo of 327 prime sealskins and 112 pup skins to the schooner Alonzo, and on 25 February he had walked overland from “Salvador Bay”6 on the north coast of East Falkland to Port Louis with two other sealing-schooner captains, Wilcox of the Alonzo and Palmer of the Penguin, both of Stonington, to obtain some beef from the settlement (11.72). Davison bought some bullocks on credit, leaving some goods on an island in Salvador as security for his debt, and according to Vernet he was warned a second time not to seal in the Falklands.

At all events he had continued sealing around the Falklands, and on 27 February he had transferred 140 more sealskins recently obtained in the Falklands to the Alonzo for transport to the United States. He had then carried on sealing for five months, though without much success. The Harriet had met up with the Breakwater on 1 June at Burnt Island south of Saunders Island, and the two ships had then spent some two months in company around the Falklands, though they obtained almost no more sealskins; on 28-29 June the Harriet had made a fruitless trip to Beauchene Island, where there were no seals up.

The Breakwater and the Harriet then encountered some of the Belleville men (some crewmen of the schooner Belleville, marooned with their sealing-boats in the Falklands after the Belleville was wrecked on Tierra del Fuego, section 11.53), and on the night of 7-8 July 1831 near Arch Island in Falkland Sound, the carpenter John Jones deserted from the Harriet and joined the Belleville men. Damage to the Harriet then forced the abandonment of a proposed sealing trip to “Statenland” (Isla de los Estados) and they spent several days around the southern part of West Falkland, in Port Stephens and Port Albemarle. They set off again for Falkland Sound, but the Breakwater suffered two split sails and they anchored again in Fox Bay. On 20 July 1831 they set off again, but the Breakwater suffered yet another split sail, so she anchored at 11.30 a.m. in Shag Harbour on the west side of the Sound northwest of the Swan Islands. 

That evening Davison in the Harriet parted from the Breakwater and sailed for Salvador Water, not suspecting any danger. Vernet’s “Abridged statement of Harriet operations” says the Harriet anchored on 21 July in Port Howard in Falkland Sound, on 22 March at White Rock Bay (at the north-easternmost end of West Falkland), and on 23 July in “Salvador Bay”, where back in February Davison had left some goods by arrangement with Vernet: “a quantity of boat boards, a boat, a bbl [barrel] of tar and some casks, all which… the captain left at the option of the creditor to take in part payment for the beef” (actually two boats had been left in Salvador, one each by the Alonzo and the Penguin, one of which was then taken by the Harriet).7 Davison now recovered what Vernet had not taken, as the “Abridged statement” records:8

23d Anchored in Salvador Bay and the same day took on board the boat, water-casks, and such boat boards as had been hidden – the boat boards that had been left in sight and also the barrell of tar had been taken to Port Louis by the creditor…

That may seem a strange way of paying – a purchaser does not normally have the right to take back part of a payment that has not been physically removed by the seller, though a common view even nowadays is that if a seller leaves a payment in money lying around and it is taken, he has only himself to blame. Davison may perhaps have told some of the Belleville men that he had left the tar and that they were welcome to have it if Vernet had not taken it. At any rate, they certainly felt entitled to look for it later, which caused them to fall into Vernet’s hands.

There now follows a detailed account of what happened next.

12.4 The voyage of the Breakwater, X9

In Falkland Sound at daylight on 21 July 1831 the schooner Breakwater got under way, sailed south from Shag Harbour and ran into the excellent harbour of Port Edgar on the west side of the Sound, where a boat was sent ashore for hair seal – her log notes laconically “got 1”. The ship stayed at Port Edgar on 22 and 23 July, and her crew “tried out 6 or 7 gls. seal oil”10 – a meagre haul, given that many sealing voyages resulted in dozens or even hundreds of gallons. On 24 July the ship sailed right up Falkland Sound to White Rock Bay, and anchored there at 2 p.m. She remained there the next day, since the main jib had begun to split and required repairs – her sailmaker was a busy man. On 26 July two boats were sent ashore, which brought back 6 hair-seal skins and 45 geese, and the entire crew spent 27 July plucking the geese. Fresh water was taken aboard, and on 30 July the ship sailed across the Sound to “Fannings Harbour”, a favourite haunt of American sealers, now known as San Carlos Water.

12.5 The voyage of the Harriet, XI: seized by Vernet; he sells her cargo

Since 23 July 1831 the Harriet had been at anchor in Salvador Water, where on 27 July a crewman, probably James Hamblet, deserted from the ship, walked across to Port Louis and on 28 July reported that the Harriet was sealing again in the Falklands and had returned to Salvador to collect the items left as security for Davison’s debt to Vernet.11

At that, Vernet struck. On 29 July he gave Mathew Brisbane, his right-hand man, written authority to detain “for examination” any vessel suspected of breaching the sealing regulations:12

The undersigned Governor of the Falkland Islands &c &c certifies: that Mr Mathew Brisbane is hereby duly authorised to proceed on board of any Vessell or Vessells that he may find in any port or place belonging to this jurisdiction, and if in his judgment he should entertain any suspicion of the masters or Crews of such Vessells13 or [Ves]sels having infringed the laws of the Coun[try] then to take possession of & bring the same to this Port Lewis on Berkeley Sound for examination such vessells In Given under 14 proof whereof the undersigned has hereunto fixed his hand and seal in Port Lewis this 29th day July 1831.

Equipped with the fair copy of that authorisation, Brisbane went overland to Salvador on 30 July15 with a party of armed men, mostly gauchos: Sylvestre Núñez, Juan Brasido,1 Domingo Valleja,1617 Dionisio Eredia (or Heredia), Jacinto Correa (Portuguese), and “Manuel González” (as he was called in Spanish; he was a Charrúa Indian, and his Charrúa name is unrecorded), all of whom were illiterate and spoke little if any English, while Brisbane himself seems to have spoken little Spanish. Davison said the party consisted of “several Englishmen”; there was in fact only one Briton (Brisbane himself, a Scot), but there may also have been an American, Andrew Crawford, who later refused to participate in any more seizures of American ships, for which Vernet punished him.18

The membership of the armed party is surprising – only Eredia and Correa had been in the islands for any length of time, Eredia since 1826, Correa since at least 1828 (11.38), while Brasido, “González”, Núñez and Valleja are not mentioned in any earlier documentation and had arrived in the Elbe only two weeks earlier, if the account in section 11.84 is correct. Perhaps they were quick to win Vernet’s and Brisbane’s trust – or they may simply have been the only men available. The presence of “González” in the group is especially surprising; the Charrúa Indians were apparently not allowed to ride horses, so it seems curious that he was allowed to carry a gun, and so soon after arrival too (for the Charrúas see vol. 1, sections 11.83, 11.89).

Davison went ashore to shoot geese, whereupon they surrounded him and Brisbane ordered him and his six-man boat’s crew at gunpoint to go to Port Louis; Davison at first refused, but “Brisbane threatened him, telling him that it would save bloodshed”. Brisbane and his armed party then walked with Davison and his boat’s crew overland the few miles to Port Louis, where Vernet told Davison that if it was found that he had been sealing in the islands, his ship would be sent to Buenos Aires as a prize.19 The seven men were accommodated in houses at the settlement; at the time several houses were being built or extended, so there was accommodation available even though the population had been increased by the roughly two dozen brought by the Elbe a couple of weeks earlier (11.89).

That day Vernet interrogated Davison, trying to find out if he had been sealing in what Vernet regarded as his territory. He wrote down Davison’s evasive replies in a document which he later rewrote after more evidence had emerged; Davison’s statement then became what I call his “Harriet affidavit” (below). The first part of the statement reads:20

No 10.

In Port Louis on the 30th day of July 1831 before me Don Lewis Vernet Governor of the Falkland Islands Terra Del Fuego and adjacent Islands was made to appear Gilbert Davison master of the Schooner Harriet of Stonington, and being charged with having infringed the laws of the fisheries by sealing among these Islands and in other places belonging to this jurisdiction declared; That having arrived here in November last direct from America and soon after received the circular from this authority, warning against the transgression of the laws respecting the fisheries, he had not pretended to seal in this jurisdiction, That having come into Salvador Bay a second time which was in February last for a supply of beef, he had stated to me that after having received my circular, he had taken no seal, nor sent out his boats for the purpose of sealing, excepting that he got a few skins in Staten Land, which circumstance he then candidly stated to me; that my answer was “never mind a few seal,” that he had then been round Cape Horn and at the Ildefonsos had got but two seal skins, conceiving those Islands not to be comprehended in the Buenos Ayrean decree of tenth of June 1829, not being in the Atlantic Ocean, that after leaving Salvador Bay in February last, the wind and weather did not permit him to go round Cape Horn to seal the west coast of South america as he had stated to me to be his destination, and was therefore obliged to remain among these Islands, where he shifted to different ports to obtain Geese, Hogs and fuel for the vessel, until the season got to be too far advanced for proceeding round the Horn. That he had moreover shewn my circular to every sealing vessel that he had met with.– That one motive of his coming a third time at Salvador Bay was [fol. 24 verso] because a Boats crew,21 which harboured themselves among these Islands, and belong to a vessel, had threatened to take some articles which he the appearer had deposited on a small Island in S[ai]d Bay, or if they could not find the articles, they would burn them by setting fire to the Island, and wishing to frustrate said threat, he had come before them to take said articles off the Island.– That another motive was, to get a Boat which had been left on the same Island, and to carry it to the Schooner Breakwater Daniel Carew master of Stonington which vessel was in want of a boat, that for the purpose of taking no responsibility upon himself he had taken with him Mr Richd Coffin second mate of the Breakwater to receive it.

Vernet wrote down that statement by Davison on 30 July 1831, and Davison presumably signed it, but the original does not survive, since Vernet copied it out again four weeks later with an important addition at the end, namely Davison’s admission that he had taken 450 seals in the Falklands (below). But even without that, Vernet naturally smelt a rat – he knew what the wind and weather had been like during the previous five months, and it was not credible that they had forced Davison to remain around the islands for the whole of that time; sealing captains were intrepid seamen who kept the sea in all weathers, and were also hard-headed businessmen out to make a profit. And Davison expected him to believe that he had “shifted to different ports” in the Falklands merely “to obtain Geese, Hogs and fuel for the vessel”. Conversely, however, Vernet had expected Davison to take his “never mind a few seal” at its face value – Vernet had not given the impression that he was about to take drastic measures.

Vernet knew Davison was not telling the truth, so he sent Brisbane back with the same armed party to bring the Harriet to Port Louis. They seized the ship, and Sylvestre Núñez fired three shots at the ship’s boat and held a loaded pistol to the mate’s head to prevent him from coming out of the cabin.22 They then put most of the crew ashore to walk overland, retaining only the mate, cook, steward and one seaman aboard, and Brisbane sailed the ship round to Port Louis, where he anchored around 3 August 1831.23 Brisbane searched the ship, but found no logbooks (Davison said in “Davison 1” that he believed the logbook disappeared while Brisbane had charge of the vessel). But then he found the personal log of the Breakwater’s second mate Richard Coffin, who had transferred to the Harriet, from which Vernet wrote out a brief summary of the Harriet’s activities since her arrival in the Falklands (the “Abridged statement of Harriet operations”, see footnote and section 11.55), which demonstrated what he had suspected: she had been sealing in the islands.24 Vernet evidently also found and confiscated the copy of his circular that Julio Grossy had given Davison in Salvador water on 27 November 1830, since it is now in Vernet’s papers in the AGN (fig. 11.64a).

His suspicions confirmed, Vernet kept the Harriet’s crew detained at Port Louis, at first not under very strict supervision. But he soon felt forced to apply sterner measures – he found that Davison had secretly obtained access to the ship and had removed some supplies and given them to some of the settlers to win them over to his side, and had armed his men with large pointed knives, intending to rise up and recapture the ship. At that, Vernet placed the crew and officers of the Harriet under close guard; he makes no mention of the suspected uprising in his “Report”, nor in his “Answers 1836-7”, but only in a summary of the seizures of the American ships which he wrote (in Spanish) and attached as a file of evidence to a petition he wrote to the minister for war and marine, Juan Ramos Balcarce, dated 3 March 1832, pleading for a judge to be appointed to inquire into the Lexington raid.25 On 9 August he accordingly ordered Brisbane to imprison them in a house at the “fishing place”, i.e. at the fish-salting houses on Fish Creek about a mile north-east of the settlement:26



No 1 / Port Louis 9th August 1831.

Captain Brisbane,

Sir

You will please to take all the men belonging to the Schooner Harriet round to the fishing place, let each man take his bedding & some bread, and you will see their chests sent round in a boat.

Let them know that they must not leave the house but one at a time and only for necessary occasions, & that, no farther than the beach. Let them also know that there are men about the country and at Salvador Bay, and if any of the prisoners are found by themse men 27 at a distance from their house, they will risk their lives, which in such case might not be in my power to prevent.

And lastly, tell them, that it was my wish to treat them with every kindness; but this kindness has been abused of, as by information given by some of themselves, some intended to make another excursion, similar to that of David,28 for improper purposes, which tho’ impracticable, would nevertheless be very injurious to the prisoners themselves, and is [fol. 95 verso] my duty to avoid

Yours truly / Lewis Vernet

Vernet stated in his “Report” of 10 August 1832 that he did not imprison Captain Davison – he refers to the:

… restraint (not confinement, for he was not one instant imprisoned,) imposed on Davison by placing a guard to prevent his communicating with the Vessel or Crew…29

Davison himself, however, stated that he was confined in a house with two sentries outside the door and other guards around; he says most of the crew were held in another house with armed guards outside, and the first mate, Hall, was confined “about three miles down the harbour”. Vernet says in his “Answers 1836-7” that the officers “were lodged in the house of an english family near my dwelling house” and the crew were “lodged at a house at the other extremity of the village”, while in his “petition evidence” (but not elsewhere) he says the “first pilot” (“El Primer Piloto”) was kept apart, since (Vernet maintained) he had hidden the log book.30 The “english family” on whom Vernet billeted the Harriet’s officers were the Addymans, as shown by Joseph Addyman’s letter (12.21) – and Vernet expected Addyman to pay the entire expense of feeding them. 

Over the six days from 12 to 17 August 1831, Vernet interrogated eight members of the Harriet’s crew, and began to accumulate what eventually became a large file of evidence on the operations of the ship and of other ships including the various boats of the Belleville men (vol. 1, chapter 11); the documents are bound, not quite in chronological order, in a thick volume in the Vernet papers in the AGN in Buenos Aires.31 He wrote out the eight men’s replies as affidavits (sworn statements) in a standard form, which he later used for the statements of the Belleville men (“the Belleville affidavits”, below; full texts in vol. 1, Appendix A.20). It seems he made notes of what the men said and then wrote them out in fair copies, which he presented to them to read and sign. That is supported by the fact that James Storer turned out to be a Quaker; Quakers refuse to swear oaths, so Vernet was forced to cross out the wording he had already written (“having been solemnly sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”), and to replace it by “consented to tell the truth”, which Storer then signed. I shall refer to those statements as “the Harriet affidavits”.32

Meanwhile the Harriet was hauled into the inner basin by the settlement at Port Louis (see vol. 1, fig. 11.90b), where under Vernet’s direction Brisbane removed much of her cargo, which Vernet sold to settlers. In “Davison 1”, Davison listed the stores that were taken:

Seven Barrels of flour, Eleven d° [ditto] of Pork, two d° of Beans, four d° of molasses, three d° of Bread, Seven hogsheads of Bread four kegs of Powder, four bags of Shot, fifty four Seal Skins, Seventy eight hair d° [i.e. 78 hair-seal skins] all the boards belonging to the Schooner, Say seven hundred and fifty feet, some Oars, and all the boat timbers, keels, Stems and Sterns, that belonged to the Schooner… said Articles were conveyed into a Store belonging to the said Vernet, and sold out by retail by him at the following prices, to wit, Pork twenty five Cents per lb., Molasses, at Seventy five Cents per quart, Bread twenty five Cents per lb. –

A later visitor to Port Louis, probably G. T. Whitington, confirmed that Vernet sold items out of the ship by auction (12.23).

But to sell a cargo from a captured ship that had not yet been condemned by a prize court violated the rules of privateering – long-standing laws and practices regarding confiscation of goods – and thus counted as piracy. In his “Report” of 10 August 1832 Vernet excused his actions by saying that Captain Davison had been attempting to subvert the settlers by giving them presents from his ship’s stores, so in retaliation he had taken goods from the Harriet to distribute among the men he considered loyal. He no doubt felt it was fair, but there was a vital legal difference of course: as captain, Davison was entitled to dispose of his ship’s stores (though he would later have to render account to the ship’s owners), whereas Vernet had no right to touch them – he was stealing them. Vernet, however, felt the ship’s stores were as good as his anyway, since he expected (rightly) that the Harriet would be condemned by the Buenos Aires prize court. But he gave Joseph Addyman nothing from the Harriet, even though Addyman was feeding her officers at his own expense.

12.6 The voyage of the Breakwater, XI: seized by Vernet

Captain Daniel Carew of the schooner Breakwater knew nothing of what had happened to the Harriet, but he knew she had been heading for Salvador, and followed her at a leisurely pace, looking for seals on the way. He anchored at 11 a.m. on 30 July 1831 at “Fannings Harbour” (San Carlos Water), and boats were sent ashore for seals and wood (i.e. driftwood), “but found neither”. So the next day, after the boats had made another fruitless trip ashore to look for wood, the Breakwater sailed back across the Sound to White Rock Bay and anchored again at 1 p.m.

The ship remained in White Rock Bay for six days; the boats went ashore several times looking for wood, but found none; some men were sent overland to “the next bay” on 3 August, but they too returned empty-handed, so on 4 August “got some cramberry vines being out of wood” – diddle-dee was a useful substitute for wood to fire the galley stove; it lights easily and burns hot, though not for long. On 5 August the Breakwater sailed back down the Sound to Shag Harbour again, where she anchored at noon; her boats’ crews again found no wood, but did at least kill “1 fox & some geese”. The next day they had more luck – a boat sent to Swan Island returned with “part of a load” of wood, 6 hogs and 26 geese. On 7 and 8 August there were “strong gales”, too strong to send the boats ashore; on 9 August both boats were sent off again, and “Mr Adair returned at night with part of a boat load”.33 But the third officer, Mr Sutton, in the other boat, did not return that night.

The ship remained in Shag Harbour, and for the next two days the weather was appalling:

Wednesday / 10 Augt} This 24 hours commences & continues with strong gales from W.S.W. & frequent squalls, got a boat load of water. Mr Sutton with 1 boat still away, blowing too fresh to pull up Thursday / 11 Augt} Commences with a severe & heavy gale from W.S.W. which increased thro’ the day, accompanied with fresh & frequent squall of hail, rain & snow, middle part put 3 reefs in M[ain] & F[ore] Sails. took bonnet off the jibb, rigged in the jibboom & got all ready for making sail in the event of our parting the chains. closes with an unabated gale

And there, in the midst of that ferocious Falklands storm, the Breakwater’s captain’s log breaks off; it had only been copied that far from the ship’s log when the ship was seized and the captain’s log confiscated by Louis Vernet. The ship survived the gales, but a few days later went out of the frying pan into the fire – Captain Carew sailed up Falkland Sound and round to Salvador Water, where he anchored on 15 August. From then on, events came thick and fast.

Vernet knew from Davison that the Breakwater was in the islands and would probably come in search of the Harriet; moreover, as Vernet says in “Vernet Answers 1836-7” (Appendix A.24), the private log of the Breakwater’s former second mate Richard Coffin, who had moved to the Harriet on 16 July, revealed that the Breakwater had also been sealing in the Falklands, so Vernet had the knowledge he needed in order to set a trap.

Carew was expecting to find the Harriet in Salvador Water, but she was not there. It was natural to assume she had gone to Port Louis, so he and second mate John Adair (till recently second mate of the Harriet) landed in a boat with several other men34 near the southern end of Salvador Water and walked overland to the settlement. A rude surprise awaited them – Vernet arrested them and instructed Brisbane to seize the ship:35

Captn Brisbane

Port Louis 17th August 1831.

Sir

I hand you herewith my authorisation to bring to this port the Schr Breakwater taking previously the following precautionary steps.

1st To secure the vessels papers and Log book.

2dly To put on an highland [sic] higher up the bay the officers and crew with abundance of provisions and their clothing and beds, as, also a sail and spars for a tent – letting them know that I shall send for them one by one to make their declarations.

3. For regularity sake you will leave on board one or two of the vessels men or officers.

4. You will communicate with me personally or by letter previous to coming round with the vessell and let me know the particulars of the same.

Brisbane duly set off again that day, Wednesday 17 August,36 to Salvador with another armed party of some seven or eight men to seize the Breakwater. They walked overland to where Carew had left his boat on the south shore of Salvador Water and sailed it to the ship.

As described in the log of the Breakwater’s mate Oliver York (12.24), the boat approached the Breakwater in Salvador Water at about 3 p.m., with the sail set in such a way as to hide the boat’s occupants from the crew of the ship, who naturally imagined it was their captain returning. Daniel Lamb described the arrival of the intruders:37

[11] So as I was on deck a little [in the] afternoon I saw the boat returning and I went below into the forecastle and said to them that were there the Capt. is coming. In a few minutes the boat came along side and then one of our men came down and in a low tone almost a whisper he said there is some strangers come on board but not the captain and they have guns. Tom Canada38 says let us make a rush for them and throw them overboard. No says I, keep still we have no arms and they have and if we undertake that we will somes of us get hurt. So we kept quiet and went on deck and found they had posession of the vessel. Their leader was an English man Capt Brisbane and his men was Spaniards and Portuguse and English and I saw one American he was one of the crew of the William. He told me that the William and the Harriet were both taken at Port Lewis.39

Brisbane’s party achieved total surprise, as York recounted in his log (which was either the “ship’s log” or his own copy of it):40

They proved to be a gang of 10 or 12 men from Port Louis, headed by a Capt. Brisbane, and armed with muskets and pistols. They sprang on deck, and with presented arms ordered the crew below. Capt B. with a pistol in his hand, followed me into the cabin, and demanded the vessel’s papers, together with the captain’s and my own private journals. Also all the fire-arms belonging to the vessel. He took from the Captain’s trunk the schooner’s papers and his journal, which was in sight,41 but gave no42 permission to keep mine till called for.

Brisbane then ordered most of the crew off the ship, as Lamb recorded:43

And now Capt Brisbane demands of Mr York our vessels papers and all our arms and commands the crew of the Breakwater to be put onto a small Isaland which was in the Harbor where we were and there to await further orders. Of course we had to obey. So we made preparation to leave the vessel and go on shore with bedding camp equipage, and cooking uteslels [sic] and Provisions to live in camp we knew not how long. But we could not take our chests of clothing so Capt Brisbane consented to let us leave them and said they should not be disturbed. So we asked him to let us leave one man on board and take care of our chests. He consented and we chose Tom Canada to care of our chests. So Mr York and the steward Mathew Flores and Tom Canada, were left on board and the rest had to leave the vessel and go on to a small Isaland to stay we knew not how long. 

York recorded in his log that he himself and a couple of others were left aboard:

He then ordered the crew to provide themselves with some bedding, and proceed in the boats to an island up the harbor; and directed me to accompany them. To this I objected, and in fact refused, unless compelled to go by force. He at length consented that the 3d officer (Mr. Sutton) should go with the crew, and I remain on board, with the steward. He subsequently agreed to leave a man belonging forward,44 to look out for the people’s dunnage;45 but without my request. At sunset the crew left the vessel, guarded by five men in each boat; and after landing them, the boats returned.– Capt. Brisbane returned to Port Louis by land, leaving 13 or 14 men on board,46 in possession of all the muskets (as he supposed)…

Vernet’s instructions to Brisbane ordered him to communicate with Vernet “previous to coming round with the vessell”, so Brisbane then returned to Port Louis overland with some of his armed men. Before he left he gave York a certificate stating that he had “taken by force of arms” the ship herself, the captain’s logbook and her papers from the captain’s trunk. His motives were honest; he was signing for the things he had taken to show that his proceedings were above board, but the certificate was later printed in an American newspaper, and looked very much like an admission of piracy (12.24). The Breakwater was left at anchor in Salvador Water, guarded by some of Brisbane’s men, and most of her crew spent that night in an improvised tent with provisions on an island in Salvador Water (probably what is now Centre Island).47

York, Tom Kennedy and Matthew Flores, however, were held prisoner aboard their ship guarded by a few armed men, one of whom told York that the Harriet was also “under seizure” and her crew were “under guard” at Port Louis.

Meanwhile the remaining crewmen settled in on the little island, as Lamb recounted:48

There we immediately went to work [p. 12] to pitch our tent so that we could have a comfortable shelter which we finished in good time and made ourselves a comfortable shelter for the night …

Lamb then recounts their release from the island as if it had been that very night, but he had forgotten the details in the intervening 65 years; the documentation shows that he and his companions stayed there for three days till the night of 20 August (12.10).

12.7 Five Belleville men arrested at Port Louis

Hardly had Captain Carew been arrested at Port Louis together with his boat’s crew than a boat arrived manned by five of the “Belleville men”. The Belleville men, stranded in the Falklands in early 1830 by the wreck of their ship, had since then been sealing around the islands in groups, with several boats and with varying numbers of men from other ships (chapter 11); there were now about ten men in the group, and they were working for themselves, i.e. for their own profit, not for any ship’s owner. For two months or so since June 1831 they had been building their third shallop,49 a large one of 20 tons,50 on Eagle Island (now Speedwell Island), and had obtained at least one more man (John Jones, a carpenter, who had deserted from the Harriet). They needed tar for waterproofing the vessel’s seams; Isaac Roundy apparently said Captain Gilbert Davison of the Harriet had offered them some tar earlier, while others seem to have thought the tar had simply been left in Salvador Water by the Harriet. They felt entitled to take anything they found lying around, so five of them (four Americans: Isaac Waldron, William Smyley, John Jones and William Davenport; and the Englishman George Lambert),51 set off in mid-August 1831 in one of their boats (presumably a small one, not the General Jackson), and sailed to Salvador Water looking for the tar, leaving George Dow, James Burr, Samuel Marston, Isaac Roundy and Gordon Lowell on Eagle Island working on the new shallop.52

The five men (Waldron, Smyley, Jones, Davenport and Lambert) drew a blank in Salvador Water, so they sailed their boat round to Port Louis hoping to obtain provisions and supplies such as tar. They no doubt felt confident that their activities were protected by having permission to seal the islands for 12 months, which Mathew Brisbane had given them after their first arrest in December 1830, when Vernet had confiscated their cargo (11.68). But their reputation had preceded them – Captain Davison had accused them of piracy, as Vernet recorded:53

Davison had also lodged great complaints against these men, he assured them to be nothing less than pirates & offered to give his declaration on oath to that effect – It was curious enough but these men made their appearance at the Colony almost simultaneously with the Capt of the Breakwater – and these poor fellows being represented to me as such great villains, (which I afterward found to be a gross calumny) I immediately put them in close confinement.

The five men arrived at Port Louis around 17 or 18 August, soon after the arrest of Captain Carew of the Breakwater, and they too were in for a rude surprise: Vernet arrested them, accused them of piracy, threatened to send them to Buenos Aires for trial, and locked them up for almost five weeks (several statements say six weeks,54 but it was just over a month, from around 18 August 1831 to around 20 September).

Over twenty years later in 1852, the British member of the “Belleville men”, George Lambert, wrote to the Foreign Secretary, the Earl of Malmesbury, hoping to obtain redress for the confiscation of his property by Vernet.55 Lambert describes their arrest in August 1831:

At lenghth [sic] we were compelled to run in our open whaleboat a distance of nearly 200 miles56 to the colony under his direction, to endeavour to purchase provision – No sooner had we reached there, than we were surrounded by his soldiers,57 made prisoners & placed in confinement for having taken seals among the islands… After being subjected to many sufferings & privations and imprisoned 6 weeks we were at lenghth [sic] released – all our property the hard earnings of years of toil & endurance was confiscated or rather taken by said Vernet, my portion of which amounted in whalebone and seal skins to about £300. in value.

Their arrest caused no international incident since their activities were “independent” (i.e. not supported by any shipowner) and therefore not officially approved. A month later, however, Vernet had a change of heart and decided to integrate all the Belleville men into what he fondly imagined would be his very own sealing fleet. Here too he was making a serious mistake.

12.8 The Harriet’s crew arrange to leave; the guarding of the Breakwater

By now the Harriet and her crew had been held by Vernet at Port Louis for three weeks, and some of her crew were keen to go home to the United States. On Friday 19 August 1831 a group of ten men, eight of them from the Harriet, drew up and signed an agreement,58 apparently at the suggestion of Captain Gilbert Davison, to go to Rio de Janeiro aboard the British brigantine Elbe, which had brought about 18 more people and supplies to the settlement on 15 July (vol. 1, section 11.89). They all wanted to go home, and agreed to work their passage, serving without pay as extra members of her crew. They agreed also that if she did not call at Rio, they would go to whatever port was her next destination. In the event, however, the Elbe did not leave Port Louis for over another month (on 25 September, section 12.21), by which time five men (Richard Wilcox, David Wetherill, John Walton, William Mitchell and Henry Holmes) had opted to remain in the Falklands sealing in a boat to be provided by Vernet, the proceeds to be divided half and half between Vernet and themselves (12.20).

On the same day, 19 August, Vernet gave John Gardner (a seaman temporarily resident at Port Louis) written instructions on the guarding of the Breakwater in Salvador Water:59

Gardner

Having been informed that Captain Brisbane has left under your charge the schooner Breakwater, I have to give you the following orders

1st You will request the mate to get two weeks provisions ready for the men that are on the Island, imediately – and then send these provisions and the mens bedding to the Island by Lewis; and tell Lewis to be particular in making the men stand back while he lands the provisions & beds. He can tell the men that if they want their chests they shall have them another day.

2d send me by Lewis all the spare muskets and rifles, and the pistols, and keep a pistol for yourself.

3 Lewis must hide the boat oars and boat sail as soon as he arrives at the Pasopalanca some distance from the boat

[verso] 4. You will keep with you on board the Schooner Wallace Antonio and Augustin, but if Augustin wishes to come over to his uncle then he may come, and Clark may stay in his place, all the remainder of my men will come over to me with Lewis.

See that this is done quick, because I want Lewis with his crew immediately. The Spaniard that is now on board is coming also, but two other gauchos go in his place.

Port Louis 19th August, 1831  /           Lewis Vernet

Accordingly, the provisions and other supplies were taken that day from Port Louis to the Breakwater’s crew on the island in Salvador Water and to the ship, as confirmed in the log of the ship’s mate Oliver York (12.24). Vernet must have felt his arrangements were enough to secure the Breakwater and her crew, but it soon turned out that he was wrong.

12.9 The voyage of the Superior, I: seized by Vernet

Late in the evening of the same day, Friday 19 August 1831, the schooner Superior of New York arrived at Port Louis (PLSR entry 100).60 She had paid two visits to the settlement before, in November 1829 and January 1830, between which her captain, James Nash of Rhode Island, had been nursed back to health in Vernet’s house (vol. 1, section 11.51). Now commanded by her former mate Stephen Congar, she was having a successful sealing voyage, which had included several meetings with the Breakwater and Harriet.

Vernet says in “Answers 1836-7” (Appendix A.24) that Captains Davison and Carew told him that the Superior too had been sealing in the Falklands, so when Congar unsuspectingly went aboard the Harriet, presumably on the morning of Saturday 20 August, he was taken prisoner. The ship was seized by an armed party led by Mathew Brisbane, including some of the men who had seized the Harriet – Davison said in “Davison 6” (Appendix A.23) that “Sylvester Nunes… did, with the end of a cocked gun, force the Captain of the schooner Superior down into the hold of the schooner Harriet”. The Superior was moored alongside the Harriet, i.e. in the basin; Davison stated that the Superior’s crew were confined on an island further down the Sound, and that Vernet had 900 fur seal skins taken out of her and brought ashore.61 Vernet now held three American sealing ships: the Harriet, the Breakwater and the Superior, plus some of the crew of a fourth (the five Belleville men, whose unfinished shallop was still on Eagle Island).

The fact that Captains Davison and Carew told Vernet the Superior had been sealing may have misled Vernet into thinking the two captains were now cooperating with him, but the reverse was surely the case. They told him the Superior had been sealing so as to make clear to him the sheer number of American ships sealing around “his” islands, to make him realise he could not possibly seize all of them; they were telling him that he was biting off more than he could chew – and they were right. And as long as they were in his hands and at his mercy, they told Vernet the Belleville men had been sealing too, but as soon as he was free, Davison described them as fellow victims of Vernet’s power (in “Davison 2”, in Appendix A.23).

Vernet evidently suspected that Andrew Crawford (originally of the sealer Hope, chapter 11) had made secret signals warning the Superior of danger at Port Louis on the night of her arrival, and on 29 August he interrogated Isaac Duryea (a carpenter who had deserted from the Breakwater on 16 May and remained at Port Louis, section 11.85) as to whether he had seen Crawford doing so, but Duryea said he had not seen Crawford doing anything suspicious.62 

At some time during the day on 20 August the Breakwater’s crew over in Salvador Water learnt that another ship had been seized at Port Louis. There was some coming and going between Port Louis and the Breakwater, and it seems likely that the news was brought by the “two other gauchos” Vernet sent as replacement guards. Whoever gave them the message probably saw the seizure but did not know the ship’s name, since the Breakwater’s crew knew almost at once that another ship had been seized but not that it was the Superior.63 The events at Port Louis in August 1831 had more than a little melodrama about them. 

On 20 August the Superior’s crew were taken away to the island in Berkeley Sound (presumably Long Island), with some provisions, but Captain Congar was left aboard the ship; Brisbane placed him under a guard including Julio Grossy,64 John Edmonds (an Englishman), and perhaps others. That day Congar wrote to Vernet asking for provisions to be taken to his men:65

Mr Vernett.

Sir the Crew of The Superior is Now all Together & I Should like it if you would Let Some of your people See to The provision as They would Destroy all The provision wich Could Bee Sent Them. It will Be for your own Benifit I Think to Look to That 

yours / with Respt / Stephen Congar / on Board Sch Superior Aug 20 1831

Congar was immediately attentive to the needs of his men, but Vernet sent them no more food that day – it seems he expected Congar to provide food for them, but in Congar’s view it was up to Vernet to feed them since they were Vernet’s prisoners.

12.10 The voyage of the Breakwater, XII: the escape

That night, Vernet’s attempt to impose his authority on the Americans around the Falklands began to come unstuck. Aboard the Breakwater in Salvador Water around midnight on 20-21 August 1831, the first mate, Oliver York, surprised the guard on deck, locked him and the other guards below, sent Matthew Flores and Tom Kennedy to collect the rest of the crew from the island (probably Centre Island), then put the guards ashore to walk overland to Port Louis, and sailed the ship out of Salvador in the early morning of Sunday 21 August with all the crewmen who had been held there. York described his coup in his log:66

Aug. 20th. About midnight, having a rifle and two muskets, I secured the guard on board, four in the forecastle and one in the after hold, and sent T. Kennedy67 and the steward in the boat for the crew on the island.

Daniel Lamb and his companions had spent three days on the little island and were asleep in their tent around midnight, when suddenly:68

… we heard the voice of Matthew the steward calling out, Hallo Mr Sutton, we have taken the damed Spaniards and fastened them below and Mr York wants you all to pack up and come aboard as quick as you can all of you. He and Tom Canada had come on the boat for us it was dark they could not see us from where they landed so Mathew turned to the right to look for us and Tom to the left. Mathew found us soon after he landed and we hurried and got our things into the boat before Thomas got arround the Isaland and Mr Sutton Says Boys shove off no says I, dont leave Canada here on the Isaland, so Mr Sutton concluded to wait awhile for Tom. we waited a few minutes and we heard his voice and he came and we soon pulled along side the vessel and found Mr York in Supreme Command of the vessel and alone on deck. But how did he get it? During the night Thomas Canada was placed in the Forecastle where four of the guards slept while but one was on deck, prended [sic] to be sick and went aft to get medicine of Mr York who had found a musket which was not given up to Capt Brisbane. So Canada says to Mr York now is your time. So Mr York and the steward captured and disarmed the sentinel and Tom Canada went to the forecastle and said the firs one that puts up his head I will knock out his brains with a hand spike. The sentinal was made to go below and the hatch put over them and the chain cable piled on to it and so we found it when we got on board.

[p. 13] Well what shall we do next and what shall we do with our prisoners? We concluded to put them ashore and get out to sea and stear for home. So we called them up one by one and tied their hands so that they should not get the advantage of us. When the last one a Portaguese came up he trembled like a leaf and cried out no Agwa No Agwa, he thought we were going to throw them overboard but we told him he should not be hurt. We helped them into the boat pulled to the shore helped them on shore throwed them A chunk of pork[. We] untied one of them and left him to untie the rest and left them and went on board hoisted the boat on deck weighed anchor and sailed out to sea 

York’s account of the return of the crew from the island is briefer:69

They returned about three o’clock A.M. when we hove up both anchors and got under weigh – the wind light from N N W. being directly ahead. We however got out the bay before daylight, previous to which I landed the guard I had confined. At 10 A.M. cleared away Marville bay… 

Lamb describes the first part of their voyage home:70

… to avoid being captured from a pursuing vessel from Port Lewis we steered North Easterly, but we were not molested by a pursuer. We had a scant supply of wood and water so we had fire to cook but once a day and to be economical in the use of water till we could reach some port where we could get a supply. Thus we left the Falkland Isalands and left our Captain and boats crew prisoners at Port Lewis the authorities there claiming that we were treſspassers on their grounds and to show their great authority they made prizes of the Harriet the William71 and the Breakwater but the Breakwater escaped as I have shown but what was done with the other two vessels I know not.

The erstwhile guards waited for dawn, then walked across from Salvador Water to Port Louis, where they sheepishly reported what had happened, as Vernet recorded in his “Answers 1836-7” (full text in Appendix A.24):

The following day the guards which Capt Brisbane had left on board the Breakwater came over land to Port Lewis reporting that the crew had risen upon them and escaped with the vessel.

Their statement was as far as I can recollect the following: during the night only one of them remained on deck to keep watch, the rest went below, in the forecastle to sleep; the mate kept walking the deck for several hours to and fro, passing and repassing by the guard, until all of a sudden he put to his breast a brace of pistols, & telling to be quiet or he would kill him, the man made no resistance, the cook & steward & other man presenting themselves also armed with muskets & pistols. And having secured the guard by confining him in the salt penn aft, they all went forward, shut down the forecastle and began piling a chain cable on it to keep it down. The guard below then awoke and made some efforts to raise the hatch but a few loaded muskets pointed at them with threats made them desist. After the hatch was well secured, the mate sent his men with a boat to the Island to get the remainder of the crew on board, which done he set sail. When almost out to sea, the guards were let out of the forecastle one by one, surrounded by 14 men armed with muskets (Brisbane had secured the firearms he could find, but it appears many remained concealed) who tied their hands and put them into a boat, which after landing them and untying the last man that he might untie his companions, the boat shoved off to join the vessel, which put to sea and was seen no more at the Falklands.

York took command of the ship since Captain Daniel Carew was being held at Port Louis by Vernet, and as soon as he had got safely away from the Falklands he headed south-west for “Statenland” (Isla de los Estados) to rescue seven crewmen of the Superior who had been left there in March 1831 to kill seals, with provisions to last until the Superior should return. It seems York did not know that the seized ship was the Superior, and therefore did not know for certain that the Superior was not going to be able to pick the men up, but he saw it as his duty to look for them. The Superior, Breakwater and Harriet had met up several times, so their crews knew of the men on Statenland, and their fate hung over the events of the next few months. After rescuing the men from Statenland it took York two months to bring the Breakwater home to Stonington, and the ship’s arrival in the United States caused a major uproar (12.33).

12.11 Calumny: Vernet pretends Congar is starving his men

Captain Stephen Congar had at once done his best to get Vernet to send more food to his men held on an island in Berkeley Sound, but in fact Vernet left them hungry all day on 20 August, and the next morning sent a guard who not only brought no food but told them it was their captain who was keeping them hungry (it was of course Vernet’s duty to feed them since he was holding not only them but Congar prisoner). One of them wrote a bitter letter to Vernet complaining at the way they were being treated (as they thought) by Congar:72

To / Don Lewis Vernette

Dr Sir

We learn from one of the Guards who came from town this morning that our Capt would not allow us any more provisions. If that be the Case we must (as far as propriety will allow,) contrive some plan to obtain it, he cannot think otherwise if he has any feelings at all or any Manly principle than to give us provisions to take us to Rio Janiero as you are very good to give us a passage we think what provisions would carry us to Rio. we have richly paid for [it?] and moreover it is all we expect from the Voyage, if he does not allow us it he is far from a Gentleman and not a fit person for his station. Moreover Mr Burrows the Owner would not countenance him in the act, we are never in want of Coffy and Bread[.] we should like to see you or here [= hear] by letter the whole particulars and if he will not allow us provisions by fair means with your permission we will go and take it by force…………73 [fol. 106 verso] as there is provisions on Board we are as much entitled to it as the Capt he is no Better than we are. we hope if you have the power in your hands you will take the provisions from on Board and lit [= let] the Capt hut hunt for himself he is as able to do it as we are, we are under many thanks to Mr Vernette for his Kindness to us since we have B been here. if Mr Vernet will allow us to come up to see our Capt we will obtain provisions sufficient to carry us to Rio Janiero by fair or fowl means[.] we hope to see you here if you can make it convenient if not a letter stating the particulars as soon as you can Spare time And by so doing / You will Oblige Crew of Sch Superior

The guard’s statement to the men, that it was Congar who was denying them food, was utter calumny – Congar had done his best to have food sent to them (12.9), but he was powerless to arrange it himself since he was a prisoner too.

The next day, after receiving the men’s note, Vernet wrote Congar a note asking him to get a week’s provisions ready for the men, and also asking for a list of provisions for four months:74

Captain Congar is requested to see that a weeks provisions be prepared for the Superiors men that are on the Island. And then, to give a list of such provisions, as according to the usage on board said vessell, would be required during four months for said men, and those that are in Staten Land.~ Further a list of provisions for the mates during the same time ~

Captain Congar is further requested to state, what immediate repairs he considers necessary, to enable the Superior to go to sea ~ Port Louis 22d August 1831

(Signed) Lewis Vernet

To Capt Congar       Govr of Fd Ids

(on board Schr Superior)

Vernet had lost the Breakwater, but he still held two American ships, and he was now beginning to concoct a plan to use them as the nucleus of a fleet to start up his own sealing industry based in the Falklands. A month later he agreed with some men from the Harriet that they should go sealing in a boat provided by him, and he resolved to add the new shallop being built on Eagle Island to his resources, the proceeds in each case to be split half and half between himself and the men. He had lost touch with reality.

12.12 Vernet’s motive; the problems he caused

Vernet’s motive for seizing the American ships at this precise time was no doubt financial; as he said in his “Memoirs”, he was “loaded with an oppressive debt.”75 His concession of January 1828 (11.36) obliged him to set up a colony within three years; the three years had run out and his finances were anything but secure, so he was beginning to get desperate. He may have thought he had made his fortune, since he expected the American ships to be declared lawful prize, so that either the ships themselves or their value in money would become his property. He was so confident that they would be awarded to him that he later paid prize money to some of those involved in the seizures – in December 1831 John Henry Edmonds got 70 pesos and John Gardner sold his share of the anticipated prize money to Vernet for 36 pesos.76 Vernet was right in thinking the ships would be declared lawful prize, but instead of making his fortune he had actually brought about his ruin. Those ships belonged to citizens of a foreign power, the United States, which flatly denied that he had any rights or authority in the Falklands, so an international dispute was bound to follow.

The first reaction of the three American captains must have been speechless amazement. Vernet naturally had to take them by surprise since they and their ships were all armed; if they had been forewarned he would have had no chance against them. Till then he had been cordial towards them, had sold them supplies and had permitted them to carry on their activities; he had earlier handed them copies of his circular warning them not to kill seals in the islands, but they must have thought it was just a matter of form. There was no way he could have stopped them from sealing, and no way he could have exploited the seals himself – Mathew Brisbane had told British Consul-General Woodbine Parish that “the notice was more intended to draw vessels to Soledad for supplies, than to hinder their coming there, which in fact they had no means whatever at their disposal to prevent.”77

Vernet implicitly accepted in his “Memoirs” that his behaviour towards these three American captains was ambivalent:78 

I particularise these three vessells from among the great number of sealing vessells that have been hospitably treated and received signal services from the colony at our port, because these are the same vessells which were afterwards detained by me to be tried in Buenos Ayres for their repeated depredations upon our seal rookeries…

In the view of the Americans and the US government of course, Vernet had no right to speak of “our” seal rookeries; in US law the rookeries were open to all. Quite apart from its lack of legal basis, his behaviour towards the Americans was illogical – he wanted them to buy supplies from his settlement, but at the same time he was trying to stop them from taking seal, which was the reason why they were there in the first place. If he had succeeded in stopping outsiders from sealing, too few ships would have been in the South Atlantic for his settlement to survive.

As well as marooning seven men on Statenland by seizing the Superior, Vernet caused another humanitarian problem by lodging the eight officers from the three American ships with a British family, the Addymans, who provided board, lodging and washing on the understanding that it would be paid for by goods from the ships. Joseph Addyman, his wife Jane and their three children had lived at Port Louis since around November 1830 (vol. 1, section 11.62). The officers proceeded to eat the Addymans out of house and home, but Vernet reneged on the arrangement and refused Addyman compensation. He also uttered such threats that Jane Addyman prevailed on her husband to leave the islands. Joseph Addyman was enterprising and had a family; he was just the kind of settler Vernet could not afford to lose, but he was not prepared to put up with Vernet’s behaviour and left (see his letter in section 12.21). He returned to the islands with his wife and children around 1838 and lived at Port Louis again for a while (14.104) – he was happy to live in the islands, but only without Louis Vernet.

Vernet’s finances were in a parlous state, as his accounts reveal (14.18), and they had been further burdened by the arrival of some two dozen new people aboard the Elbe on 15 July 1831 (“the Elbe group”, vol. 1, section 11.89). He had more mouths to feed and had to provide more accommodation – several houses at Port Louis were built or extended in 1831, and a major extension of the settlement’s main storehouse, the “store on the point” run by William Dickson, was begun but not completed before the end of the year.79 The time was approaching when he would no longer be able to pay his way. He simply had to find a means of bringing in profits, so he decided on a bold move: he would monopolise the sealing trade by cutting out the Americans, and his lack of a ship would be solved by taking American ships as prizes. His confiscation of US ships brought down ruination on his head and put an end to his Falklands venture.

He was going much too far, much too fast. He naïvely assumed he had the right to arrest American sealers and prevent them from working in the Falklands and in Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego as they had been doing for sixty years, but he had been in the islands a mere five years, and his authority was recognised nowhere but in Buenos Aires. At that time, and for another 40 years, the United States government recognised no territorial sovereignty in the Falklands and hence no right of any other power to interfere with the right of US citizens to exploit the islands’ resources – seals, pigs, geese, fish, fresh water, and (on East Falkland only) cattle. Several US ports such as Stonington and New London (Connecticut), and Salem and New Bedford (Massachusetts), had large interests in the South Seas trade; there were still plenty of seals in Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego, and both seals and cattle in the Falklands (chapters 13, 14), so there was no urgent reason for curtailing the Americans’ activities. Vernet was not in the least motivated by any concern to protect wildlife (that notion lay far in the future) – he wanted the seals to be killed, but by his own men, not the Americans.

It might have been possible for Buenos Aires to assert its influence gradually, perhaps over twenty years as Robert FitzRoy later suggested,80 but Vernet suddenly seized American ships and goods without prior notice and without any attempt at negotiation or agreement with those affected.81 He compounded the problem by not informing the Buenos Aires government either; Buenos Aires and Washington were thus both faced with a fait accompli that gave them no time to formulate a policy. The US government had in fact received a hint about possible difficulties in the Falklands through unofficial channels – in late 1830 an American in Buenos Aires, F. Trumbull, had obtained a copy of Vernet’s circular with the decree of 10 June 1829 on the back, and had sent it to Noyes Barber, a member of the House of Representatives, who sent it to the State Department (foreign ministry). US Secretary of State (foreign minister) Martin Van Buren had written on 10 February 1831 to the US chargé d’affaires in Buenos Aires, John Murray Forbes, charging him to “address an earnest remonstrance” to the Buenos Aires government protesting at the decree (11.65).

But Forbes had died at his post on 14 June 1831, which prevented any official American reaction, and Vernet’s American agent Lewis Krumbhaar did not send the circular to the State Department until late 1831 or early 1832, a year after Trumbull’s warning and too late for the Americans to react before Vernet seized US ships – Vernet acknowledged in a letter of 6 December 1831 that neither he nor the Buenos Aires government had warned the US government officially.82 The Americans were therefore understandably aggrieved – as Secretary of State Edward Livingston put it in a despatch on 26 January 1832: “our ships are seized and confiscated for the violation of a right, (supposing it to be one,) of which our Government had no notice, and our citizens no warning.”83 What was worse, Vernet left British ships unmolested; he even considered using them as “multipliers” to advertise his settlement (11.81). That was partly because of his hopes for British sovereignty, but also because Woodbine Parish had warned Mathew Brisbane not to interfere with British vessels (11.61). So Vernet’s actions were not a general assertion of authority against all comers but a one-sided attack on US interests, and a sharp American reaction was only natural.

The dispute was exacerbated by the lack of formal US diplomatic representation in Buenos Aires for a whole year after the death of John Murray Forbes until his successor, Francis Baylies, took over as US diplomatic representative on 15 June 1832. During that year relations between the United States and Argentina were handled by the US consul in Buenos Aires, George Washington Slacum, who had been appointed on 19 April 1824.84 Julius Goebel calls Slacum “a person of no diplomatic experience and utterly without tact or judgment,” 85 but with seven years’ experience as a consul he was no newcomer to international affairs. In fact the “person of no diplomatic experience and utterly without tact or judgment” was General Juan Manuel de Rosas,86 who was nominally only the governor of Buenos Aires province but was de facto “charged” with the foreign policy of the whole Argentine Confederation and was thus the dominant leader of Argentina at the time. Rosas’s pig-headed intransigence in dealing with the United States ensured that what might have been a passing problem was not solved by negotiations but blew up into a full-fledged international dispute that led to a twelve-year breach of diplomatic relations between Argentina and the United States. Vernet had unleashed forces far beyond his control.

12.13 More interrogations and statements at Port Louis

It seems Vernet was keen to ingratiate himself with the captive captains, and on 21 August 1831 María Vernet sent a present (the nature of which is unrecorded) to Stephen Congar, held aboard his own ship. Congar responded the next day with a return present and a note:87

Mr. Vernette

Sir yours of yesterday was Received By me with The Present From Mrs V. wich was received with much pleasure I will assure you. I Send Mrs V. A few Dried Apples wich I hope She will Except In Return for The Articalls wich I Recd yesterday. I Send you also my Book wich I have no Desire to Keep untill you have perused it to your Satisfaction. I Did not want The Book when you Sent it as I had wrote & Sent my Letters on Shore. please Give my Best Respt to Mrs V. & Believe me yours with Respt

Stephen Congar / on Board Sch Superior Aug 22. 1831

But the politeness was only a veneer, and on that day or the next, Congar attempted to intimidate the guards who were holding him prisoner. They included Julio Grossy and an illiterate Englishman called John Henry Edmonds, and it seems Edmonds reported to Vernet some of what Congar had said to them. On 23 August 1831 Vernet interrogated Edmonds and wrote down what he said in the form of (yet another) sworn affidavit:88

No 2

In Port Louis this twenty third day of August One thousand Eight hundred and thirty one before me Don Lewis Vernett [sic!] Governour of the Falkland Islands &c personally appeared John Henry Edmonds a native of Kent in England aged twenty four years who being solemnly sworn to answer the truth to the questions to be made to him, was asked~

What did Captain Congar tell you while on board the Schooner Superiour [sic] where you were placed as guard by Captain Brisbane?

Answered “The said Captain told me, Capt Julio Grossy being present, that if the Superiour was not condemned in Buenos Ayres “you all would89 be carried to America in an American man of war and be hung or tried as pirates” which I communicated to my companions in the forecastle.

Witness to the signature           John Henry his[image: image] mark Edmonds

 Henry Metcalf         Lewis Vernet

Sworn before me the day and date before mentioned / Lewis Vernet

Congar was clearly trying to sow the seeds of doubt in the minds of Vernet’s men as to the legality of what they had done – and doubts there certainly were.

Four days later on Saturday 27 August 1831 Vernet began an extensive series of interrogations, in which he took sworn statements (affidavits) from eight men in connection with the activities of the Belleville men;90 some were quoted and/or summarised in sections 11.52, 11.54 and 11.59, and the full texts are in Appendix A.20. Those questioned comprised six Belleville men (not all originally from the Belleville) and the captains of the Harriet and Superior. In all cases he attempted to find out whether they had been sealing in “his” territory – they had, of course, but his actions were absurd; he had no means of exploiting the islands’ resources himself, nor of preventing others from doing so, and his actions were bound to deter ships from going to Port Louis and trading with him. But Vernet did not think that far ahead.

First he summoned Captain Gilbert Davison of the Harriet, laid his statement of 30 July before him and asked him if he had anything to add, which Davison did at once, seemingly without batting an eyelid:91 

And this Twenty Seventh day of August One thousand eight hundred and thirty one, having been called into my presence, was requested to peruse the foregoing statement, and being asked wether he had any thing further to state on this subject, declared.– That the circumstance of having stated also that he had shipped in the Schooner Alonzo Capt W. Wilcox of Stonington about Three hundred and fifty Fur seal skins also one hundred hair, had been omitted. That in other respects the above Statement is correct with the following addition.– Viz Another motive in returning to the Falkland Islands was to procure a supply of chains and cables having previously lost his own.

Drawn under my hand and Seal of Office the Year, day and date before mentioned, being present Capt Danl Carew and John Trumbull. / Lewis Vernet

Davison thus put the blame on Vernet for the omissions – he did not say he himself had omitted to mention the skins transferred to the Alonzo, but said it had been omitted from Vernet’s copy of his statement. Vernet wrote out the addition as the second half of a combined statement, the first half of which was a copy of the statement Davison had made on 30 July, the day of his arrest (section 12.5). Though the additional statement was made in the presence of John Trumbull of the Harriet and Captain Daniel Carew of the Breakwater, only Vernet himself signed it. It may be that a sheet is missing at the end (it is followed by a blank sheet in AGN VII, 136), unless perhaps Vernet realised he was not going to be able to get Davison to admit that he had failed to mention the sealskins in his first statement, and so did not insist on obtaining Davison’s signature – in the second statement he had at least got his admission of sealing.

Davison thus made two statements on 27 August: his “Harriet affidavit” and his signed “Belleville affidavit” (which Vernet accidentally dated 1830; it was certainly 1831). In his “Belleville affidavit” Davison made a series of accusations against the Belleville men (full text in vol. 1, Appendix A.20), which confirmed Vernet’s opinion that they were rogues; Vernet later changed his mind and concluded a contract with them (Appendix A.22).

On the same day, 27 August 1831, Julio Grossy, who had evidently been placed in charge of the seized Harriet and Superior, wrote a note to Vernet asking how many gauchos he should leave aboard the Superior; he says he thinks two or three would be enough, and asks permission to spread the Superior’s sails to dry them, and to make an inventory of them to avoid the two ships’ sails getting mixed up.92 It seems that Vernet was holding all three captains of the seized ships aboard the Superior, whence together with one Joseph Parsons they addressed a request to be supplied with spirits, no doubt to ease the monotony of confinement:93

Mr Vernet

Sir we the undersigners send our respects & wish you would send us 1 q[uar]t of your best spirits per day whilst we remain on board the Superior & we will satisfy you for the same before we leave this place

Port Louis Aug 31 A[nno] 1831 Daniel Carew / Stephen Congar / Gilbert Davison / Joseph S. Parsons

It seems they received their spirits, since there were no more such requests.

12.14 Vernet’s “Advertisement”, III: William Low’s sailing directions, 2 September 1831

Back in March 1831 Louis Vernet’s brother Emilio had travelled from Port Louis aboard the British brigantine Elbe to Montevideo and thence by river packet to Buenos Aires, entrusted with the task of presenting an appeal for money to the British Consul-General in Buenos Aires, Woodbine Parish, and of obtaining more people for the settlement. He failed to get any money from Parish, but in Montevideo he recruited a couple of dozen new people, most of whom he despatched to the Falklands (the “Elbe group”, vol. 1, section 11.84). That completed his task, and he never returned to the islands, but he had apparently also been entrusted with the printing of what I call Louis Vernet’s “Advertisement”.94

Louis Vernet had already written the first two parts of the “Advertisement”, which Emilio took with him to Buenos Aires, and it seems that back in May 1831 Louis had asked Captain William Low to write the third part, the sailing directions for Berkeley Sound and Port William (vol. 1, section 11.81). Low had now left the Adeona and become captain of the schooner Unicorn; he was ideally qualified to write the directions, having spent a long time around the South Atlantic, but it took him three months to get round to doing so. They read in full:95

Directions for entering Berkley sound (East Falkland Isld). Ships approaching Berkely sound from the Northward, should be [fol. 154 recto] careful in approaching a ledge of Rocks, that lies above water, called by some Volunteer Rocks, lying at the North entrance of Berkley sound, extending from the Shore about one mile and a quarter. Nearly in a line with the above Rocks, is a sunken Rock, with six feet water on it, at low water, distant from the ledge of Rocks above mentioned, about one mile.96 Ships going round the above Rocks, should approach no nearer than one mile and a half or two miles, as some more dangers are supposed to lie near the sunken Rock.

After clearing these Rocks and entering the Sound, there are no other dangers but a small ledge of Rocks, lying off Eagle Point, about two Cables lengths from the Shore, with kelp all round, which is very easy to [fol. 154 verso] be seen. Between this point and Volunteer Rocks, there is a bay called Volunteer Bay, but there is no safe anchorage in it. Berkley sound from Eagle Point is all clear, till you arrive well up the Bay, where you will see a ledge of Black Rocks Five or Six in number, on the North side of the Bay, within which is an excellent harbour, called Johnson’s Harbour, two miles within the Rocks with excellent holding ground, in five to seven fathoms water: there is an excellent watering place here, which is the best in the Sound.

If a Ship is entering the Sound and finds the wind blowing hard down, which is often the case, and prevents her getting up to anchorage, she will find a good Port to the South of Berkely sound, of easy access, distant about two Miles and a half from the [fol. 155 recto] small Islands, lying in the mouth of the Sound, called Harrietts Bay.97 By going in this harbour about two miles, ships may anchor in any depth of water they choose, where they may get plenty of fresh water. This Bay may be easily known by the two Islands lying betwixt it and Berkley sound, and by a ledge of Rocks called South Sealrocks [sic], lying off about a mile from the South part of Harrietts Bay.98 It would be advisable for Ships to keep on the North shore, about two cables lengths in going into this harbour, as the tide runs strong. ~ The flood runs to the S.W. and the Ebbtide to the N.E. The Coast to the Southward of this is very dangerous; Ships should give it a good birth. / Montevideo Septr 2d 1831. / sigd Wm Low



12.14a Vernet’s “Advertisement”, III (above): William Low’s sailing directions for Berkeley Sound, 2 September 1831.

The timing makes it impossible for Emilio to have known that Louis’s seizures of American ships had put an end to that conciliatory policy, so he presumably did in fact fulfil his task. However, as explained in section 11.81, what became of the “Advertisement” is unclear, and no original seems to have survived. It presumably did get as far as being printed, since Vernet’s (and Low’s) originals are unlikely to have found their way to London, and John Barrow, Second Secretary to the Admiralty, says in a letter of 7 May 1832 to the Foreign Office that it had been “published by a person calling himself the Owner of the East Falkland Island” (12.62). It seems someone in Montevideo obtained an original printed example and sent it to Sir Thomas Baker in Rio, who forwarded it to the Admiralty, where it was copied out by a clerk. The printed example in London then disappeared, and all other prints met the same fate, perhaps at Vernet’s hands in Buenos Aires (where any printed examples would logically have been sent) – if any printed examples ever reached Port Louis, they must have done so after Vernet himself left, since he left only nine weeks after Low wrote his sailing directions, and PLSR records no ship as arriving at Port Louis on a possible date from a possible departure point.

The chance survival of the bare contents of Vernet’s “Advertisement” is a memorial to what might have been, if only Louis Vernet had pursued a peaceful instead of an aggressive line.

12.15 The voyage of the Tula and Lively, III: the Lively reappears99

While Part I of the Second Falklands Crisis was brewing in the Falklands, John Biscoe in the Tula and George Avery in the Lively had been struggling through their heroic voyage around the Southern Ocean. On 25 February 1831 Biscoe had named part of Antarctica “Enderby Land” after the owners of his ships, Messrs Enderby of Paul’s Wharf, London, but in early March the Lively had disappeared and he had sailed north to Tasmania (vol. 1, section 11.82). On 9 May 1831 he had reached Hobart, where James Weddell and some of the crew of his ship Eliza had helped to moor the Tula. Weddell then left on commercial trips in the Eliza, while Biscoe remained at Hobart for four months refitting the Tula, quite certain that the Lively had been lost with all hands. In early September 1831 he and his crew left Hobart again for the south in the Tula, but at the mouth of the Derwent River, just before reaching the Tasman Sea, they saw a cutter sailing towards them – it was the Lively!

Biscoe turned round and both ships sailed back to Hobart, where the remarkable story of the Lively was told. All her crew had died except Captain Avery, one seaman and a boy with an injured hand; they had landed in southern Australia, but while they were all ashore the Lively was swept away. The three of them had survived on desert plants, despairing of rescue, but two weeks later they found the Lively aground in a nearby bay and managed to refloat her and reach Tasmania, after an epic of survival in the wilderness. For six weeks in September and October 1831, the Lively was refitted at Hobart while her three survivors recovered. On 8 October James Weddell breakfasted with John Biscoe in his cabin in the Tula, then Biscoe left for the Antarctic with the Tula and Lively, the latter still under George Avery but now with a new full crew. They went first to New Zealand, then to the Chatham and Bounty Islands, but Biscoe’s bad luck continued and they found no seals, though others were still sealing profitably in those waters.

12.16 Vernet’s illegal contract: “fishing by proxy”; Vernet’s sealing fleet

On 8 September 1831, three weeks after the dramatic escape of the Breakwater, Vernet did a bizarre deal with Captains Congar and Davison, who signed a contract under which the Superior was to go sealing under Vernet’s orders while the Harriet went to Buenos Aires for adjudication by the prize court.100 Mr Clarke of the British sealing brig Adeona was to pilot the Superior to a new sealing ground on the Chilean coast,101 and under Article 4 of the contract Captain Congar was to “endeavour as much as possible to avoid a Communication with other Sealers on this present Voyage, unless he should meet any in distress or be in distress himself”.

The fate of both ships was to be bound by the judgement on the Harriet: the profits would go to Vernet if the ships were condemned for illegal sealing in the Falklands, but to the owners of the two vessels if they were not condemned. Captain Silas Duncan of the USS Lexington described the contract acidly in his report to George Slacum on 2 February 1832:102 

These individuals, with Vernet and Brisbane at their head, had not the means of fishing, themselves, but their plan was to fish by proxy; and, whilst they laid claim to all the fish in the Southern Ocean, they were to compel our citizens to catch them for their use.

The contract with Congar and Davison marked the beginning of Vernet’s new strategy of controlling the sealing industry around the Falklands and in the South Atlantic and ultimately of monopolising it himself. He as yet possessed no ships of his own, but he signed contracts to send the Superior, and later the Belleville men’s shallop and a boat manned by five other men (the “five-man boat’s crew”), sealing on his behalf – he was treating them as his own small sealing fleet. If all had gone according to his plans, he would soon have become the actual owner of the Harriet, the Superior and the shallop, and could begin to run a proper South Atlantic sealing industry himself. However, he was reckoning without the victims of his scheme – the sealing captains and owners, the American sealing ports, and ultimately the United States government, whose commercial interests he harmed and whose citizens he imprisoned and coerced without authority. His scheme was doomed to failure.

Vernet claimed the idea of sending one ship for trial and the other to go sealing came from the detained captains;103 Davison said it came from Vernet,104 but whoever the idea came from, it was illegal; no laws or current practices permitted the commercial use of a captured civilian vessel in peacetime without court adjudication. Failure to comply with the accepted legal norms laid the perpetrator open to the charge of piracy: to seize a ship entailed the observance of legal requirements such as nailing down the hatches to protect the cargo from interference.

Disregarding the legal regulations, Vernet passed his own judgement on the vessels, presuming Congar’s and Davison’s guilt in advance; he stole some of the Harriet’s cargo, entered into private commercial relations with the captains of the two seized ships, and sent the Superior on business of his own. He was confident the Buenos Aires prize court would declare the ships legitimate prize and therefore his property, so he was using the Superior to collect profit for himself, “fishing by proxy”, as Duncan put it. She had been seized from her rightful flag but had not legally received another one, so until and unless she was adjudged lawful prize in a properly constituted court, she remained a United States vessel under the US flag, but sailing piratically under Vernet’s illegal contract.

12.17 The voyage of the Superior, II; Congar’s letter; “Maria of Magellan” returns home

Just before he set off on his voyage in the Superior under Vernet’s illegal contract, Captain Stephen Congar wrote a letter addressed to “Mr Albertson”, no doubt one of the ship’s mates, who was evidently the leader of the Superior’s seven crewmen on Statenland. Congar wrote to Albertson to inform him about the seizure of the American ships, since Vernet was getting the Harriet ready to rescue the men from Statenland and the Superior’s contract obliged Congar to go straight to the sealing grounds. However, one suspects that Congar fully intended to look for his men on Statenland on the way – his crew would have mutinied if he had sailed past their colleagues – but he decided to write the letter in order to make Vernet think he was going to comply with that part of his contract. In the event the Harriet was involved in a clash with the Elizabeth Jane under James Nash (12.22), and never did go to Statenland, but the men were nevertheless rescued (12.18) – only three days after Congar wrote his letter. Congar’s letter is significant in showing that Vernet received almost 1,000 sealskins from the Superior.

Congar dated the letter wrongly; it was 1831, not 1832 (by September 1832 he had been back in New York for a couple of months), but perhaps he antedated it deliberately, expecting it to be found much later, and wanting to avoid the impression that it was outdated. Albertson never received the letter; it was either intercepted by Vernet, or was given to Vernet for him to pass on to Albertson, which he neglected to do. It reads:105

Port Luis Sept 13. 1832 [recte 1831]

Mr Albertsons

Sir,– The Sch “Superior” has Been Seized By Mr Luis Vernet’s Govr of The Falkland Isles For Sealing These Isles, & The sch Harriets Being Seized; also; Capt Davisons. My self & Mr Vernet has entered in to an aggreement or Contract for The Superior to Go Sealing on the West Coasts to A disc A new discovered sealing Discoverd Sealing Ground, & H The Schr. Harriet to Proceed to Buenos Ayres for Trial, & Both vessels will Know Their Fate By The Sch Harriet’s Trial – I am Bound Direct to The Chest West Coast & Shall Be at Port Luis in the Course of Six or Eight months, if Mr Vernet Sends to Staten Staten for your Boat & Skins you had better come to This place & Remain here untill I Return. Take A Receipt for your Skins in the name of the The Sch. S Superior as the Fate of the Such. Sch. will Decide wether They Belong to the Bs Ayrean Gover Government or to Silas E. Burrows – I have Deposited 989 prime Skins with V. yours in Haste / Stephen Congar

The 989 sealskins Congar “Deposited” with Vernet were presumably placed in Vernet’s store (William Dickson’s “store on the point”), or perhaps in Vernet’s house, to await the judgement on the two ships. One suspects that in December Gilbert Davison of the Harriet confidently identified them as belonging to him, though he seems later to have realised he had no chance of keeping them and merely attempted to claim compensation for “salvaging” them (section 12.35).

Sailing under Vernet’s illegal contract, the Superior left Port Louis on 15 September 1831 (PLSR entry 100), piloted by Clarke and commanded by Stephen Congar, her original captain.106 She also carried a distinguished passenger: “Maria of Magellan”, who had been an honoured guest of the Vernet family for the past six months (vol. 1, 11.62, 11.77), and had liked it so much that she had asked permission to bring her whole family to Port Louis. Vernet ordered Congar to land her at St Gregory’s Bay in Patagonia, “her favorite abode”,107 which he did, but fortunately nothing came of her family’s projected trip to the Falklands – Vernet would not have been there to welcome them. One suspects that Congar had a good look for his men on Statenland, and did not find them, but he need not have worried; they were already on their way home (12.18).

On 24 September Vernet wrote to the Superior’s principal owner, the prominent New York businessman Silas Burrows, explaining about the Superior’s contract and requesting him to respect his rights if the ship failed to honour it. No reply by Burrows seems to have survived, but a year later he made it abundantly clear what he thought about the contract – by that time Congar had fulfilled his side of the deal and had taken his cargo of sealskins to Port Louis around April 1832, only to find that Vernet himself had left the Falklands and that there was no one properly literate there to receive it, so he sailed back to his home port of New York, arriving back in early June 1832. Vernet had already instructed a lawyer to ensure that he recovered from Burrows what was due to him under the contract, but in vain; Silas Burrows was not prepared to consider Vernet’s contract for a moment, and took delivery of the whole cargo.108 Vernet and his New York agent Lewis Krumbhaar attempted to pursue the matter in September 1832, but Burrows naturally refused to accept the contract’s validity – to him, any thought that the cargo might belong to a certain Louis Vernet was absurd (12.78).

Vernet was being thoroughly unrealistic. In seizing foreign ships he had entered the realm of international law, but no other country recognised his authority. The Second Falklands Crisis, which he had now unleashed without legal justification, thus brought together both private and national American interests against him and Buenos Aires. Wisdom might have advised a diplomatic withdrawal to allow the dust to settle and the authority of Buenos Aires in the islands to become accepted, but General Juan Manuel de Rosas was in power, so wisdom was in short supply in Buenos Aires. How dangerous Vernet’s actions were became clear some years later, when the matter reached the United States Supreme Court (14.98, 14.107).

12.18 The voyage of the Breakwater, XIII: the rescue of the men on Statenland

As soon as the Breakwater had got safely away from the Falklands on 21 August 1831, her first mate Oliver York, now in command, sailed south-west to Statenland to rescue the seven crewmen of the Superior who had been there for some five months under the command of P. J. Albertson. On 15 September he found them, as Albertson recounted in a letter which was left on the island for Captain Congar to find, no doubt in a bottle under a cairn of stones:109 

Capt Congar,                    Staten Land Sep 16 1831.

Sir, the schooner Breakwater Capt York arrived here yesterday. Capt York informs me that the Breakwater and the Harriet have been seized for sealing the Isles included in Mr Vernet’s circular And he also heard that their [sic] was another sch taken but did not learn which vessel it was.110 As I am out of provisions and the time expired which I was left here for[,] I think best for me to take refuge with Mr York As the crew is very much insatisfied they have been eating penguins for the last month. We have but 60 skins there is also no prospect of getting any more, if you come here and find this I would advise you to keep clear of Port Louis, Capt York informs me that all sealing will be stopped in future.

Yours in haste / P. J. Albertson

P.S. I will take the boat with me.

Unknown to Albertson, Congar had set off from Port Louis only the day before, no doubt intending to rescue them before continuing his voyage.

From Statenland York sailed northwards up the Atlantic to Stonington, Connecticut, but the rescue of the seven men and the fate of the Breakwater remained unknown to the outside world until their arrival in the United States, and the news took even longer to reach the South Atlantic. For York the men of the Superior were a welcome addition to the crew of the Breakwater, which had been short-handed on leaving the Falklands since five of her men were being held at Port Louis. Five weeks later in October, York brought the Breakwater safely home (12.24).

12.19 The United States Supreme Court rules, 1839: Vernet’s seizures were illegal
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12.19a The United States definition of piracy.111

The seizure of the three American ships eventually resulted in a court case brought by Charles L. Williams, a part-owner of both the Harriet and the Breakwater, on behalf of all the owners of the two ships against their insurers, the Suffolk Insurance Co. of Boston, Massachusetts, which was first heard in the Circuit Court of the District of Massachusetts in October 1837.112 The insurers claimed the seizures were lawful and that Davison had been negligent in failing to heed Vernet’s warnings against sealing in “his” territory (thus relieving the insurers of having to pay), but the shipowners claimed that since the United States did not recognise Argentine sovereignty, the islands were international waters and Vernet’s warnings were without force, so Davison was not bound to heed them and the seizures were unlawful.

The Massachusetts judges delivered a “certificate of division of opinion”, declaring they were unable to reach a ruling, and since the case involved questions of international recognition, they referred it to the US Supreme Court, where it was heard in January 1839. The Supreme Court upheld the constitutional authority of the executive (the US government) to decide questions of territorial recognition, and therefore held that in US law the Falklands were not part of the “dominions within the sovereignty of Buenos Aires”; Buenos Aires had no “competency to regulate, prohibit, or punish” any activities in the islands, so Davison was not bound to respect Vernet’s warnings. The Supreme Court thus upheld the shipowners’ claim and ruled that in US law all the actions of Vernet and the Buenos Aires government in the Falklands throughout the five years from 1826 to 1831 had been illegal, since Buenos Aires possessed no sovereignty in the islands (14.98, 14.107).113

In statutes of 1790 and 1820, the US Congress had defined piracy in US law (fig. 12.19a); Berkeley Sound was certainly a “haven, basin, or bay”, so since Vernet had possessed no authority to seize US ships or take cargo from them, he had committed robbery “in or upon” those ships and “the lading thereof” – in US law he was a pirate. As pointed out in vol. 1, section 3.7, pirates were freelancers who operated for their own profit rather than under government authority, and were active in peacetime as well as war, whereas privateers operated only in wartime and under commission from their governments. Vernet did claim authority from the Buenos Aires government, but that was not recognised by the United States; what mattered was that in peacetime he had taken some of the Harriet’s cargo for himself and had sent the seized Superior sealing on his own behalf. Under US law he had operated as a pirate, for which the statutes of 1790 and 1820 had imposed the death penalty. See also sections 14.98, 14.107.

By 1839, however, the case had become irrelevant and no party pursued it any further. So in the end Vernet got off lightly.

12.20 Two more deals by Vernet: with the “five-man boat’s crew” and the Belleville men

Five days after Captain Stephen Congar left Port Louis in the Superior to go sealing under Vernet’s illegal contract (12.16), Louis Vernet continued his plan of setting up his own sealing fleet, and on Sunday 20 September 1831 he concluded contracts with two groups of men at Port Louis. They were to go sealing with equipment and supplies provided by him, and the proceeds of their labours were to be divided equally between himself and the men concerned. These two contracts, unlike that with the Superior, did not involve the use of a seized ship that had not been adjudicated by a court, so they were strictly speaking legal, though the men involved in one of these cases were not free agents and were entirely at his mercy.

One of these contracts was with five men whom Vernet was to provide with a boat and supplies, who were to seal a restricted area around northern East Falkland only; I shall call these men “the five-man boat’s crew”. Vernet drew up the contract, which they duly signed:114

Port Louis September 20th 1831

It is hereby agreed between Don Lewis Vernet and the following persons Viz Richard Wilcox, David Wetherill, John Walton, William Mitchell, and Henry Holmes, that the former will furnish the latter a boat and all the necessary articles for the purpose of sealing and also barrells for saving the oil that may be made of the blubber of the seal that may be taken by them which sealing ground comprises the Seal rocks, Volunteer Rocks, and neighborhood as far south upon the eastern coast of this Island as Bull Point.- and as far west on the north coast of this Island as Salvador Bay and for hair seal as far as cape Dolphin: and that said Don Lewis Vernet agrees to supply the above named boats crew with all the necessaary provisions during the time they are actually employed in sealing and when they are not actually employed in sealing to furnish them with fresh beef only= The seal skins that they may collect, the oil that may be made, and all other articles that may be collected by the above named boats crew shall be equally divided – one half for Don Lewis Vernet & the other half to be divided among said [verso] boats crew according as they may agree between themselves.

Lewis Vernet / Richard Wilcox / Wm Mitchell / John Walton / Henry Holmes / David Wetherill

Four of the five were from the Harriet (William Mitchell, John Walton, Henry Holmes and David Wetherill); Holmes had not before signed any agreement, while Mitchell and Walton had been among the ten men, including eight from the Harriet, who a month earlier on 19 August had signed an agreement to work their passage aboard the Elbe when she left Port Louis (12.8); Wilcox had also signed the agreement to go in the Elbe, but his origin is obscure. Francis Baylies later accused Vernet of attempting to compel Americans to enter his service (his “Charge 6”, section 12.65), apparently with reference to these men. They evidently no longer felt homesick (or not as homesick as the others), and preferred to remain around the Falklands sealing, if only for half shares, rather than to go home without any profit at all. The eventual fate of the “five-man boat’s crew” is obscure; they were not the same five men as those who disembarked from the Elbe at the last minute, received money from Vernet and then shipped in another ship (probably the Sir Andrew Hammond), since those men’s names were on the passport for the Elbe (12.21), so they were not the same as the “five-man boat’s crew”, whose names were not on that passport. Once Vernet himself left the islands seven weeks later, proper record-keeping ceased, so one suspects the “five-man boat’s crew” took advantage of his departure, kept the proceeds of their efforts for themselves and quietly left for home when they were ready.

There is no such uncertainty about the fate of the men who signed the other contract on the same day, Sunday 20 September 1831. They were four of the five Belleville men whom Vernet had been keeping in confinement at Port Louis for some five weeks: Isaac Waldron, John Jones, William Smyley and George Lambert. The fifth man arrested with them around 17 August (12.7), William Davenport, who had accompanied Smyley when Smyley deserted from the Thaddeus for the second time (11.76), did not sign the contract and joined the group of men who left in the Elbe five days later (12.21) – perhaps he had fallen out with Smyley, or was simply homesick. Vernet had arrested the men for the many misdeeds recounted by Captains Davison and Congar while the two captains had been his prisoners, but changed his mind about them once he had conceived a way of turning them to his own advantage. 

Accordingly, he drew up an elaborate contract, which the four remaining men duly signed, clearly as a way of getting out of his hands.115 He had now decided they were “a hardy set of men and of an industrious disposition, capable of becoming useful members of this colony, if set at liberty to follow their favorite pursuit of sealing” (as he wrote in the preamble to the contract). It was another case of Vernet’s “fishing by proxy”, and like the contract with the Superior it was an utter failure from his point of view, but in this case as a result of decisions he himself took later. This contract specified that together with the other five men still on Eagle Island, the four men were to finish the shallop they were building (later named Eagle after the island where she was built), and they were to hand over as security the sealskins which they had acquired so far. They would then seal the Falklands in the shallop on Vernet’s account; they were to take copies of his circular of 1830 (11.43a and b) and inform the captain of any ship found sealing that he ran the risk of “losing his vessel”. If the shallop’s crew then caught him sealing again and informed Vernet, leading to the ship’s being condemned as a prize, they were to have half the proceeds. But it was totally unrealistic to expect a mere shallop crewed by less than a dozen Americans to prevent a crew of 20-30 other Americans in a sealing ship from pursuing their livelihood – Francis Baylies later pointed out the absurdity of what Vernet expected of them:116

… he would have seduced them to the commission of acts of violence and robbery on their own countrymen, by engaging to share with them the profits arising from the plunder of the vessels which they should capture!

The men cannot have seriously intended to keep to the contract; they signed merely in order to get out of Vernet’s clutches.

Under Article 3 of the contract the vessel was to be “under the flag of the Republic of Buenos Ayres, with regular papers from the authority on these islands”, and the contract was to run till 1 June 1832, on which date it would lapse. Under Article 4 Vernet would then buy the vessel for 400 silver dollars (pesos) and their equipment for 270 silver dollars, and the men would be free to do as they pleased. Under Article 5:117

The provisions furnished by Mr. Vernet are calculated to last until the first of December next, on or before which day, the shallop must come to Port Luis to get new supplies and regular papers.– 

Article 2 of the contract listed the supplies Vernet gave them, including provisions and a spar for a foremast, and also a pistol, “one bag of Shot, one Keg of Powder, six dozen musket & pistol flints, some percussion caps” – if they were to stop American ships, they needed to be armed! In his “Report” he gave his interpretation of the arrangement under which he would return some of their sealskins and whalebone to them:118

Fulfilling on my part the stipulation, I gave them sails, rigging, provisions, and in short every thing requisite for finishing the construction of the Vessel, but as they had no one to become bound for their conduct, and guaranty to me the fulfilment of their part of the Agreement, they delivered to me, as security, 198 seal-skins, and 2744 pounds of whalebone, of which articles I could dispose freely, as I did. But the Chargé d’Affaires [Francis Baylies] is mistaken, if he thinks that for this the men were deprived of these effects, or that I appropriated them to myself, as he asserts. They did not lose them – they had then no possibility of disposing of these articles – they were embarrassing to them rather than useful, and their preservation was expensive and difficult. They therefore ceded them to me; but I bound myself expressly to return them, in the same kind, and quantity, from the half which would belong to me of the product of the fishing which was to be undertaken by the Schooner.

One is entitled to doubt whether the men saw their sealskins and whalebone as “embarrassing… rather than useful” – they were the proceeds of their labours, and they undoubtedly envisaged taking them to the United States and selling them; it was common practice for cargoes to be transhipped for transport home, as the Harriet and Breakwater had shown by transferring their cargoes to the Alonzo and Colossus respectively (vol. 1, sections 11.72, 11.85). It is unclear whether the 198 sealskins included the skins they had left on two islands in the Falklands, which were picked up by the Harriet under Brisbane’s overall command in late September or early October. Vernet’s offer to return as much of them as would be covered by half the profits of their “fishing” (sealing) was actually not worth very much – in order to get them back in full, they would presumably have had to obtain new cargo worth twice as much as what Vernet had taken, but that was surely unlikely. And what would have happened if they had simply been unlucky? They might then not have collected enough sealskins to redeem their own skins and whalebone back again. In that case Vernet would presumably have kept everything and they would have been left destitute.119

Gilbert Davison stated in “Davison 2” (Appendix A.23) that at least some of the supplies Vernet gave to the four men were his own property, and described what Vernet did with the men’s cargo:

… he supplied them with provisions, some gunpowder, and about One hundred bushels of Salt which were taken from the Declarant’s Schooner the Harriet; … that the said Vernet sold the Seal Skins taken from them to the Master of an English Vessel that put in at the Islands, and brought the Whale bone in the Harriet to this place [i.e. Buenos Aires].

There are only two British ships whose dates fit that account: first the brigantine Elbe, which had arrived at Port Louis on 15 July 1831 and left again on 25 September (PLSR entry 98), which was no doubt the ship aboard which Vernet shipped the sealskins taken from the Belleville men, and secondly the Sir Andrew Hammond of London, Captain Cuthall, which arrived on 11 September and sailed again on 27 September (PLSR entry 101), which was presumably the ship to which some of the Harriet’s crew transferred from the Elbe (12.21).120

The four men signed the contract and returned in their boat to Eagle (Speedwell) Island, where they and the other five Belleville men continued work on the shallop, which took them another couple of months; she was schooner-rigged and evidently had two masts (in Article 2 of the contract, Vernet gives them a “spar for foremast”). Under Article 5 they were obliged to go to Port Louis in the finished shallop by 1 December 1831 at the latest; they duly did so on 24 December 1831, some three weeks late – one suspects they made a few test trips in her once she was finished, and will not have omitted to take a few sealskins here and there, and to deposit them in some suitable place away from Vernet, though that is of course unprovable. At any rate, when they did return to Port Louis they found a state of affairs neither they nor Vernet had anticipated (12.35).

12.21 The Elbe leaves Port Louis with the American crews – and the Addyman family

Some of the men from the Harriet and the Breakwater had joined other ships that put in at Port Louis, but the rest, including Captain Carew of the Breakwater (who actually wanted to go to Buenos Aires to protest against the seizure of his ship)121 were taken to Rio de Janeiro in the British brigantine Elbe, which had originally been chartered by Vernet to shuttle between Port Louis and Buenos Aires; her former captain Peter Roche had now been replaced by John Burt. She had brought around 18 more people to the settlement on 15 July (vol. 1, section 11.89), and was now fully laden with cargo from the islands, mainly salted fish but also hides.

On Sunday 20 September 1831, the same day as his agreements with the Belleville men and the five-man boat’s crew, Vernet wrote instructions for Captain Burt to go to Rio – this time the ship was not bound for Buenos Aires or Montevideo:122

… You will please proceed with first fair wind to Rio Janeiro and there receive orders from my brother, or, if absent, from Messrs Rostron & Dutton, whether to discharge the cargo there, or whether to proceed to another port of the Brasils.

I trust that you will have the goodness to air such part of the cargo as may be damp…

The last remark suggests Vernet feared some of the cargo might be damp; it turned out to be more or less worthless on arrival at Rio (below), so his fears would seem to have been justified.

On 22 September Vernet drew up an official “Passport” permitting a number of men to go to Rio aboard the Elbe.123 The names of the men (combining both copies of the passport, and listing them under their original ships) were actually as follows, though not all were listed by Vernet:





	Harriet:

	Lyman Hall (first mate), James Storer (third mate), John Williams (steward), Alexander Kelly (cook), John Adair (second mate, but omitted from both lists);





	Breakwater:

	Daniel Carew, Richard Coffin (second mate), Isaac Duryea;





	Superior:

	Price, Marshall, Ward, Kearney (no first names given and not otherwise recorded);





	Thaddeus:

	William Davenport





	Free Gift:

	John Hill







Those were the 14 concerned, including John Adair, who almost certainly left in the Elbe but is not listed. However, only nine of those 14 men actually went in the Elbe; five of them went ashore again at the last minute, received money from Vernet, but then left in another ship, as Vernet complained in his “Report”:124

… these five men were at complete liberty: they were already on the Elbe, under the British flag, and on the eve of sailing for Rio de Janeiro; their names were inscribed in the passport. Under these circumstances they returned on shore and solicited permission to enter the service of the colony: I consented to it, and contracted with them: they commenced their labours, and requested some advances which I made them; when suddenly they entered into the service of an English ship bound for the Pacific, leaving me unpaid with the loss of all I had supplied them with.

That ship can only have been the whaler Sir Andrew Hammond of London, Captain Cuthall, which arrived at Port Louis on 11 September and sailed again for the “South Seas” on 27 September (PLSR entry 101). Vernet does not say which men they were (and in any case both his passport-copies omit John Adair of the Harriet), but they were clearly not the same five men as the “five-man boat’s crew” who on 20 September had agreed to go sealing, since the names of those men are known (12.8) and they are not listed in the passport. Vernet’s annoyance was understandable, since they had taken his money and absconded with it, but their behaviour was understandable too – he had arrested them, taken their wages for their voyage, and forcibly held them against their will, without any authority recognised by them or their government.

That day, Tuesday 22 September 1831, Vernet also wrote a letter to his old friend Lewis Krumbhaar in Philadelphia,125 renewing the power of attorney he had given him long before, informing him about the seizure of the three American ships, describing the escape of the Breakwater under her first mate Oliver York, and saying that his action in seizing the ships was “a beginning in protecting the new colonists in their rights on their own coasts”, and that “the colony is now likely to progress”. He was blissfully unaware of the retribution he had called down upon the colony, and did not know that by the time the letter reached Philadelphia Krumbhaar would be well aware that the Breakwater had arrived back at Stonington.

The Elbe finally left Port Louis for Rio de Janeiro on 25 September 1831. The PLSR (entry 98) says she was captained by “Peter R. or John Burt”; actually her long-serving captain Peter Roche had left the ship and Burt was in command, but left a boat behind marked “Peter Roche”, which was vital to the inhabitants of Port Louis two years later (13.61). The 989 skins Captain Congar of the Superior had “deposited” with Vernet were left at Port Louis to await the prize court’s decision on the seized American ships.126 If they had been aboard the Elbe, the value of her cargo might well have been enough to pay Vernet’s debts to the people she took to Rio.

The Elbe carried nine men from the seized ships, but one member of the Harriet’s crew remained at Port Louis employed by Louis Vernet. He was John Trumbull, aged 25, a nephew of one of the ship’s owners and originally Captain Davison’s clerk; he served as tutor to Vernet’s children for some time between the ship’s arrival at Port Louis in early August and his own departure with the Vernet family in the Harriet in November 1831. He returned to the islands aboard the Lexington in December 1831, and Vernet complained bitterly that his conduct in doing so was contrary to his earlier conduct (12.35).127

Significantly, the Elbe also carried a British settler family: Joseph Addyman, his wife Jane and their four children. They had almost certainly arrived at Port Louis aboard the Elbe on an earlier visit on 22 November 1830 (11.62), and Addyman had been an active and committed colonist, but they were now leaving the islands in disgust at Louis Vernet’s behaviour towards them, which Addyman described in a letter he wrote almost two years later from Rio. He contacted the British Legation in Rio and then wrote to Rear Admiral Sir Michael Seymour, the commanding officer on the South American station, based in Rio aboard HMS Spartiate:128

Copy  Mich. Seymour129

Rear Admiral

   13 May 1833

May it Please your Excellency

           To pardon this liberty.

I am the person who was in the Falkland Islands, of whom W. G. Ouseley Esqr,130 HBM Secretary of Legation, spoke to you about, he told me it was necessary I should produce certificates to prove to you that I was there, and that I have property there, which I was obliged to abandon on account of the tyranny and extortion of the Buenos Ayrean Governor Lewis Vernet. As it respects131 writings, deeds, or titles, I do not think any ever existed in the Falklands, as the colony was so much in its infancy, that no person as yet felt uneasy about deeds or titles, in fact Vernet did not give any to any person on the Islands that I know of, notwithstanding almost every person on the Island built himself a house of some kind or other, most of the houses were of turf, with thatched roofs, I had one of this kind which I bought of Mr Philip Ritter,132 the Governor’s Secretary but the house I lived in was a stone one [fol. 155 verso] which I built myself, with an English fire place, and roof was rafters, boards and shingles, when I had finished my houses, I bought cattle from Vernet, I paid him 12 dollars each, and took them in their wild state, they were 5 Cows, 6 bullocks, and five calves, the cows I tamed so as to be able to milk them without tying, the Bullocks I taught to draw in a slay [sic] I had made. I had a mare a native one of the Isles, which I also taught to do every thing I could expect, ride, carry loads, and draw, as much as her strength would allow her. I had also a good English sealing boat, with mast, sails, oars, cable, and anchor, all these I sold to Vernet,133 and although the cattle were so much improved he only agreed to give me what I first paid for them and much less for my boat, slay mare, &c, &c.

Before the period of taking the American sealers I was comfortably circumstanced and my prospects were encouraging, after he had taken these vessels, he lodged the commanders in his own house, [fol. 156 recto] and the Officers in mine, when he asked me if I would take provisions out of the prizes in payment for their board, lodging and washing, I of course replied in the affirmative, he accordingly said when the Vessels were discharged, I could get what provisions I was in need of, as they were well stocked with provisions, about four weeks after when my own stock of provisions were exhausted, and I applied for those he had promised me, he evaded the agreement, by accusing me of being leagued in a conspiracy with the officers, against him, which was nothing but an evasion of the agreement between us, when I returned home and told the Officers they were astonished and immediately gave me a certificate to prove that I was innocent of any such crime, the Officers were eight in number, they consumed as much provisions as would have lasted my family four months, besides a barrel of wine, which they drank out. This treatment was cruel in the extreme, but it was no use to [fol. 156 verso] repine,134 and as to remonstrate was out of the question, his will being the law, for no one on the Island knew how far his power extended, nor durst they mention, or surmise, respecting power, or authority, his threats were enough to alarm my Wife, and she prevailed on me to demand my passport and take passage in the Brig Schooner Elbe of London bound to Rio de Janeiro. When I was all ready to depart, and expected that he would either give me Spanish dollars, for the paper ones of his own issuing which he had given me, or otherwise hides at a fair price, he told me that he could not do either, he could only give me an order on the consignees of the cargo of the Vessel in which I had taken passage, and then that I was only to receive at the rate of about one Spanish dollar for two and a half of his paper ones, to this I was obliged to consent as he would not allow me any more, but as it happened that made no difference as the orders he gave me were not good [fol. 157 recto] for anything, as you will perceive by the enclosed certificate. Under these circumstances, I consider that I have a right to claim (if ever I get there) any property that may exist that I can prove were what I sold to the Governor, for which I have not received any thing. I hope that your Excellency will see fit, to allow myself and family a passage there, as soon as possible, as we find it out of our power to maintain our family in this place, we being six in Number, particularly since my wife’s last accouchment, her health having been very bad in general ever since. And our children are without any opportunity of being properly educated, and what they learn from the Natives, is nothing but vice of the most shocking nature. I am sorry to have engrossed so much of your valuable time by so long a letter, but should you wish [fol. 157 verso] to know further particulars, perhaps you will grant me the honour to communicate them verbally. 

I have the honour to be / Your Excellency’s /  Most obedient / humble servant / Signed Joseph Addyman135

Addyman’s letter gives a revealing picture of his experiences at the hands of Louis Vernet and of the general state of affairs at Port Louis in 1831. The change in Vernet’s behaviour after he had initiated the “Second Falklands Crisis” in late 1831, during what Addyman calls “the period of taking the American sealers”, was clearly drastic. His overbearing attitude was in a way understandable – the very existence of the settlement was thanks to his indomitable spirit and superhuman efforts against enormous odds, and he was now under even greater stress than before. But now that he was getting into real difficulties he became dictatorial and threatening, so that the Addymans felt impelled to leave. Much of Addyman’s assets were held in Vernet’s paper “currency”, i.e. the paper tokens which were valid only within his truck system but were theoretically redeemable in cash (vol. 1, chapter 11, fig. 11.61a). But when Addyman tried to redeem the tokens, Vernet would not give him cash but merely gave him two money orders to his Rio agents Messrs Rostron and Dutton to pay Addyman’s claims in Rio against Vernet’s own funds. Even then, the orders were only to give him one silver dollar (peso) to two and a half paper ones. In other words, Vernet was marking his “currency” down to only 40% of its face value. In doing so, Vernet was revealing that it was not real money at all; it was only his personal IOUs issued within his truck system (the closed economy he had set up).136

But he did not even pay Addyman that reduced value; he merely gave him two money orders to Messrs Rostron and Dutton, his Rio agents (the consignees of the Elbe’s cargo), to pay Addyman his claims in Rio against Vernet’s own funds. Addyman reluctantly accepted the arrangement and went with his family to Rio, believing he would at least receive 40% of what Vernet owed him. But in Rio, where the Elbe arrived around 5 November 1831, he got nothing – Rostron and Dutton refused to honour the two money orders and he received nothing. With his letter, Addyman enclosed a certificate from Rostron and Dutton documenting the unpleasant surprise that awaited him in Rio, where the Elbe arrived around 5 November 1831: they refused to honour the two money orders, saying they did not hold sufficient funds of Vernet’s:137

Copy

We the undersigned hereby certify that Joseph Addyman with his Wife and four children came passengers in the Brig Schooner (under British colours) Elbe which arrived in this port about the 5th Novr 1831 from the Falkland Islands, and that from the want of funds, we were under the necessity of dishonouring two orders he had upon us drawn by the Governor of the Islands L. Vernet.

Rio de Janeiro, 4th May 1833 / Signed / Rostron and Dutton/ Consignees of the Brig Schooner / Elbe Identified to me by Messrs Rostron & Dutton at Rio Janeiro 17th May 1833 / Michl Seymour

Vernet had also sent Rostron and Dutton an order to pay 17 men from the Harriet, the Breakwater and the Superior small sums of money for their immediate needs on arrival in Rio,138 but the same unpleasant surprise awaited them too: Rostron and Dutton also refused to pay the money orders they presented, saying the value of the Elbe’s cargo did not cover the cost.139 Perhaps the salt fish was all spoilt – the worthlessness of her cargo was all part of his extraordinarily bad luck. But the damage was done; his financial arrangements left a number of people badly in the lurch.

The general situation at Port Louis must have depressed the inhabitants, who saw only too clearly that they were to a degree Vernet’s prisoners – they were not free to take away all their assets. That should be remembered in conjunction with the report of a visit to Port Louis in October 1831 (12.23), which might otherwise be misinterpreted as showing that Vernet’s colony was in a thriving and prosperous state. For the inhabitants, things were quite different.

12.22 The clash between the Harriet and the Elizabeth Jane, October 1831

Vernet still had to send the Harriet to Buenos Aires for adjudication as his prize, but first he needed her to fulfil two tasks. The first was to collect the sealskins left on two islands by the Belleville men, which he intended to appropriate for himself, and the second was to rescue the seven men of the Superior left on Statenland back in March – he did not know they had been rescued by the Breakwater. The Harriet duly left Port Louis on 22 September 1831, as stated in PLSR entry 99, which gives her destination as “Statenland”. Her original captain, Gilbert Davison, was aboard, but Mathew Brisbane was in overall command, and the pilot was Julio Grossy; the remaining men were a scratch crew of eight men who happened to be at Port Louis at the time, who had not sailed the ship before – apart from Davison, not one of them had been among her original crew when she left New London for the Falklands in August 1830.140 Their pay began on 19 September, and their names are listed on the payrolls for this voyage and for the next (and final) one to Buenos Aires in November 1831, first in a partial list for this voyage:141

Walace, Bown, Drake, Gardnr, Edmos, Kenedy, Wehingr

And later in a more elaborate list:142

William Wallace, James Bowen, William Drake, John Gardner, John Edmonds, Robert Kennedy and Antonio Wegener [i.e. Anton Vaihinger], and Jacinto Correa

John Gardner was resident at Port Louis and had helped to guard the Breakwater in Salvador (12.8). The crew seems very small, and there may have been others who for some reason were not paid (perhaps they left Buenos Aires in other ships without waiting to be paid). The gaucho Jacinto Correa must also have been aboard, since in “Davison 6” (Appendix A.23) Captain Davison accused Correa of loading the Harriet’s gun during the encounter with the sealing vessel Elizabeth Jane. The men’s pay for this voyage ran until 29 October, though they were back at Port Louis a fortnight earlier.

The sealskins belonging to the Belleville men were successfully picked up,143 but near New Island there was a clash with the Elizabeth Jane, Captain James Nash,144 which forced the abandonment of the Harriet’s voyage. Nash had mounted six guns in the Elizabeth Jane (two taken from Patagonia), and according to Vernet he threatened to retake the Harriet, which had only one gun; Vernet said Davison did not want the Elizabeth Jane to attempt a rescue for fear the Harriet might be damaged.145 At all events, rather than risk bloodshed and damage, Brisbane gave up the plan of rescuing the men on Statenland (who had of course already been rescued) and returned to Port Louis in the Harriet, arriving back on 13 October 1831 (PLSR entry 102).

The following day, in preparation for having the Harriet declared a lawful prize, Vernet wrote to his Buenos Aires agents stating that “Captain Julio Grossi” was the official prize master of the ship:146

Messrs Hodgson and Robinson         Port Louis Octr 14th 1831.

 Gentlemen

       The bearer of this Capξ147 Julio Grossi goes as Prize Master in the Schooner Harriet to your place, where he is sent by me in my official capacity to deliver said vessel into the hands of Goverment for trial.

Capξ Grossi will inform you of what further business he has to transact for me in Buenos Ayres, wherefore I shall say no more on the subject, but refer to my other letter of this same date 148 and request you to render him every assistance in your power, which will be thankfully acknowledged by / Gentlemen / Your most obdtξ Servtξ. / Lewis Vernet

But Julio Grossy (as he usually signed himself) was unhappy in the Falklands; his little son Juan had died (vol. 1, section 11.70), his attempts at agriculture had failed, and he had no money left. He did not want to be the prize master of the Harriet; he wanted to leave the islands altogether, and a couple of weeks later informed Vernet that he wished to leave his employ (12.25). However, it took Grossy a fortnight or so to decide, during which Vernet must have felt things were turning out very nicely. He was clearly in an expansive, optimistic mood when he entertained some visitors two weeks later.

12.23 Visitors at Port Louis: Langdon and Whitington; Vernet’s English map

In October 1831 Lieutenant William Langdon paid a second visit to the Falklands in his ship Thomas Lawrie (also spelt Laurie, Lowry) on his way back from Van Diemen’s Land (Tasmania), where he eventually settled. On his first brief visit in May 1827 he had missed meeting Louis Vernet, who arrived back at Port Louis six days after Langdon left (11.34), and on this second visit he nearly missed him again, since Vernet left for Buenos Aires a fortnight later – for good, as it turned out. This time Langdon had his wife and daughter with him, both called Anne. An often-quoted account of the visit was written by a passenger in the Thomas Lawrie, whose identity was a mystery until recently, but Jim Elliott argues convincingly that he was George Thomas Whitington, brother of John Bull Whitington; those two were the most active of four brothers, all of them prosperous London merchants, in promoting the colonisation of the Falklands (14.38, 14.43). I shall here presume that the visitor was indeed G. T. Whitington; here are some extracts from his account:149

[p. 310] On the 22d of October, 1831, the ‘Thomas Lawrie’, Captain Langdon, made the land of Malvina (the French name of the eastern Falkland island).150 The day was very foggy, with heavy rain, and after anxiously beating up the eastern coast all the morning, it was with feelings of great satisfaction to all on board, that about four P.M. the vessel safely entered Berkeley Sound; the mist and rain clearing off at the moment, exposed to view, at about half a mile’s distance, on either side, a succession of hills, partially covered with grass to the summits. Proceeding about four miles up the Sound, the anchor was dropped within a stone’s throw of the shore to larboard. In about two hours a whale-boat manned with six hands was observed pulling towards the ship from the bottom of the Sound; and on its arrival we were informed of the situation of the settlement.

On the following morning early, the writer (a passenger in the Lawrie) returned with the whale-boat, and found the settlement securely situated along the edges of a small bay, which has a narrow entrance into it out of the Sound; this entrance in the time of the Spaniards was commanded by two forts, both now lying in ruins; the only use made of one being to confine the wild cattle in its circular wall, when newly brought in from the interior.151 Having landed, I immediately paid a visit to the governor, Don Vernet, who received me with much cordiality. His features are prepossessing, and his address gentlemanly and pleasing. He possesses much information, and speaks fluently several languages. The house is long and low, of one story, and has very thick walls of stone.152 In the sitting-room I found a good library of Spanish, German, and English works. Having, at his request, sent an invitation to Captain Langdon and his family to come and remain on shore, they accordingly arrived about sunset. A lively conversation passed at dinner; the party consisting of Don Vernet and his lady, Captain Langdon and his family, a Captain Brisbane, and two American gentlemen belonging to a sailing schooner detained at the island by Don Vernet;153 in the evening we had music and dancing. In the room was one of Stodart’s pianofortes,154 and Donna Vernet, a Spanish lady, favoured us with some excellent singing – it sounding [p. 311] not a little strange to listen to “Di Tanti Palpiti,”155 &c., well executed, at the Falkland Isles, where we had only expected to find a few fishermen.

On the following day I was conducted round the settlement… The buildings (except some dry grass huts) were all originally constructed by the Spaniards; they are remarkable for their extremely thick walls (of stone), some being three feet in solidity. They are very straggling, covering a space of half a mile in length, and a quarter of a mile in breadth. There are the remains of a building, formerly used as a cathedral (now uninhabited and in ruins), a hospital, a general store warehouse, a large oven (in which at present resides a family of five people),156 a parade-ground, trenches, several small forts, and the remains of a very thick, straight, stone bridge, lying quite in ruins, in the erection of which, report said, the Spaniards expended twenty-five thousand dollars, the stream which it crossed being, even in rainy weather, never too deep to pass over it by the help of common stepping-stones.

About a mile from the “Town,” is the place where the Spaniards excavated their peat, now presenting to the eye a number of tanks of various sizes filled with water, and many of them from fifteen to twenty feet in depth.157 On the edge of the cliff, before the house, a piece of ordnance was placed, and near the ruined fort at the entrance of the bay, four or five more.

Close to the entrance of the bay, but in the sound, a small schooner was lying at anchor.158 It appears that about three months previous to the arrival of the ‘Thomas Lawrie,’ three schooners from the United States were sailing amongst the islands; one escaped, but the other two Don Vernet took, and detained the captains and crews in custody: a short time after he suffered one of these two to depart, leaving a cargo of seal-skins as a deposit. The other was still detained, out of which he took stores of all kinds, and sold them by auction, and was about to sail in her to Buenos Ayres, for the purpose of attending the trial as to her and her companion’s condemnation.159

Don Vernet’s domestic establishment consisted of about fifteen slaves, bought by him from the Buenos Ayrean government, on the condition of learning them some useful employment, and having their services for a certain number of years, after which, by the provisions of the Slave Trade Act, they were free. They seemed generally to be from fifteen to twenty years of age, and appeared quite contented and happy.160

The number of persons altogether on the island, consisted of about one hundred,161 including twenty-five gauchos and five charruas, Indians. There are a few Dutch families,162 the women of which milk the cows, and make the butter. Two or three Englishmen, a German family, and the remainder made up of Spaniards and Portuguese, pretending to follow some trade, but doing little or nothing. The gauchos are chiefly Spaniards; their captain or “the Chief of the Gauchos” is a Frenchman.163 These men throw the lasso after the manner practised in the great bull-fights of Spain. A fierce bull was caught in my presence by the captain, who, after galloping for some time in pursuit of him up and down the hills, dexterously threw the lasso across his horns, the horse, as if instinctively, throwing himself on his haunches, and [p. 312] firmly planting his fore-feet on the ground, held him fast; and at the same moment another gauchos threw a lasso with heavy metal balls attached to it, round his hind legs, thus effectually preventing his escape; they then hamstrung him. When in the interior, these men lie down to sleep on the ground, wrapped in their saddle-cloths and cloaks, regardless of wet or cold. They are very fond of their horses. The rowels of their spurs are about two inches long, and their stirrups only admit the toes. When in camp they gamble very deeply. Their game is with dib-bones;164 the art being to throw them in a particular manner. I have seen notes (of the country) to the amount of two or three hundred dollars on the ground at one time.165 One gauchos [sic] was worth fifteen hundred dollars, and an Irishman who had been a gauchos, and had come to the island in Don Vernet’s debt, had not only paid it off, but had been enabled to give him seven hundred and fifty dollars for a building which he had converted into a store.166 On the day I first landed, it being Sunday (with them, – Saturday with ourselves),167 I walked down to this store, where I found all the gauchos assembled over a cask of a beverage made of molasses and dried apples, and tasting not unlike beer. They drank it freely, relating tales and singing, performing sleight-of-hand tricks upon each other, and occasionally bursting into the most dissonant laughter; but before I left, their knives were drawn, and with furious and impassioned gestures, and wild cries, they aimed blows at each other, and blood was brought in two or three instances. With their huge cloaks, slouched hats, ear and nose-rings, thick, curly, bushy hair hanging down to their shoulders, and their daggers in their girdles, seen too by the dim light of a large lamp hanging from the ceiling, they formed altogether a group such as is described in the old Italian romances…

These men obtain two dollars a head for all the cattle they bring in; and they in fact keep the greater proportion of the inhabitants, for the females wash for them, mend their clothes, &c. &c., and so obtain sufficient to keep their husbands in tobacco and idleness.

No greater proof of the miserable laziness of the men generally need be adduced than the following:– Very good potatoes are grown by Don Vernet, and sooner than raise them themselves (though offered them by him for seed gratis) they pay him tenpence per pound for them.

The five Indians are very powerfully made men, from the country to the north of the Monte Video side of the river La Plate. Being at war with a neighbouring nation in amity with the Buenos Ayrean government, they were made prisoners and sent to Buenos Ayres.168 Don Vernet169 seeing them there, applied to the government for them as gauchos, who gave them the option of remaining in prison, or going to the Falkland islands, which latter alternative they chose. They were employed making lassos for the gauchos. I went into their hut and heard one of them play upon an instrument, which produced sounds far from unmusical, made of a hollow piece of wood, with an incision in it, and two strings of gut tied across it, which he beat upon with a stick, and at the same time chaunted a low and rather sweet song…

[p. 313] … Don Vernet showed me some fine specimens of flax which he had raised ‒ and wheat he was about to try the following spring. …

[p. 314] … I collected some pearls from a very large mussel common there, which were inferior, but I was informed by Captain Brisbane, that he had collected as many as would fill a wine-glass in a very short time at a particular season, nearly the bigness of a pea, and colourless.

As respects the resources of the island, its exports, &c., I found that, as near as Don Vernet can calculate, he supposes there to be [p. 315] about twenty thousand head of horned cattle, three thousand horses, and a great number of wild pigs and rabbits on the island.

A kind of mullet prevails from the month of October until April, so numerous that not only a sufficiency could be obtained to nourish thousands of inhabitants, but also to become a considerable article of exportation.

His exports consist at present of cattle hides, for which he has an establishment, and for salting, about sixty miles to the southward,170 where are large bulls of that size, that he informed me the skins alone had weighed eighty pounds, and so heavy that the Gauchos cannot drive them across the marshes to the north side. Rabbit-skins, of dark iron-grey, and particularly close, thick, and soft in their texture; and dried mullet, of which in one season, from one fishery-ground only, he has exported eighty tons, which sold in South America for twenty-five shillings a hundred weight…

… Mr Brisbane had picked up on the coast at different times whalebone to the value of at least four hundred pounds, according to its present price …

Don Vernet has divided the island into eleven sections: one he has colonized, and another he has sold to Lieutenant Langdon, to whom he has given a deed of grant, authorizing him to let other portions of the land to persons willing to emigrate to the country. This tract consists of about ten square miles, of six hundred and forty English acres each, as his property for ever, with a proviso that he, or some person appointed by him, shall settle on it within a given time. He has also empowered Lieutenant Langdon to distribute, gratis, among ten families willing to emigrate certain portions of the land.171

The above deed sets forth the conditions under which emigrants will be received, and also Don Vernet’s ideas on the subject of colonization. He engages to provide the settlers with cattle and horses sufficiently tame for use, at certain low prices, a freedom from taxes, contributions, and imposts of any kind whatsoever, during twenty years, from the 5th of January, 1831; a free use of the fisheries; and to provide them upon arrival with beef at the rate of twopence per pound. He proposes that settlers should transport themselves there in a whaling or sealing vessel, which after landing them could go direct to Staten Land for a cargo of timber, and then either remain sealing and whaling about the islands, or take to the Brazils any produce which the settlers might have raised in the mean time…

Some Argentine authors have assumed that Whitington’s account, in particular the evening of music and dancing in Vernet’s house, shows that the settlement was in a tranquil and prosperous state. Ernesto Fitte mentions that account, and says the settlement:172

… displayed… all the characteristics of a stable population, with rules regulating the mutual living together of its inhabitants…

Rodolfo Terragno, whose largely fictional account of David Jewett’s visit to the Falklands was mentioned in vol. 1, section 10.19 (author 29), quotes (in Spanish translation) a brief passage from FitzRoy’s “brother officer” version of Whitington, running from “The governor, Louis Vernet, received me with cordiality…” to “…gave us some excellent singing” (i.e. in Whitington’s original, to “…favoured us with some excellent singing”), but apart from clarifying the authorship of the passage, Terragno makes no comment of his own upon it.173

However, a comment on Terragno’s quotation from FitzRoy’s quotation from the “brother officer” (!) is supplied in the two-volume work on the history of the Falkland Islands by Juan José Cresto, which is a good example of the sheer complexity the propagation of myths sometimes creates.174 At the time of its publication in 2011 Cresto was President of the Argentine Academy of History, and is clearly a major historian (the list of his works and the honours he has received fills many lines of the covers and of p. 10 of his book), but he did almost no original work on the Falklands. As a result, apart from a few scattered references to original documents (but without precise details), his work is entirely derivative and thus perpetuates many of the standard myths in Argentine histories of the Falklands, though refreshingly it does not support the myth that Britain expelled the Argentine population in 1833, nor the myth that Antonio Rivero was a hero. After quoting Terragno’s quotation of a quotation, Cresto adds a comment:175

This family scene, of peace and of civilised urbanity, gives us a clear idea that in the islands there was an organised focus of culture and of respect for order. It was thus not a land of savages nor of indiscriminate robbers. There was the rule of law which was that of Buenos Aires, following the legal order inherited from Spain, modified and adapted by Argentine Law.

The overidealised depictions of life at Port Louis by Fitte and Cresto are seriously misleading. In the first place, the population was very far from stable – it fluctuated constantly in its total number and in its composition, and had a large “floating” element of people who came and went. And as regards rules and laws, those were simply Louis Vernet’s rules, which he applied exactly as he liked (as Joseph Addyman eloquently describes, section 12.21). The portrayal of Vernet’s Port Louis by Fitte and others has not only influenced later Argentine authors; some Argentine presentations at the United Nations have echoed it (vol. 3, 24.25; vol. 4, 31.15), but it is not true.

At the time of Whitington’s visit Vernet was in a good mood because he thought he had ensured his financial survival by capturing the American ships, and he was busy setting up his own sealing fleet. Some of his problems had gone: his American prisoners had left for Rio a month earlier, together with the angry Joseph Addyman and his family. In addition, a good deal of building work was going on at Port Louis: several houses had been built or extended to house the increased population since the arrival of new settlers in July (vol. 1, section 11.89); Vernet later drew a sketch-map of Port Louis as it was in late 1831 (fig. 11.90a); it should be compared with the topographically accurate map by Rob Philpott in fig. 11.90b. In the legend to the sketch-map Vernet says “The height of building was going on in 1831”; the building work included his own house, which was in the throes of being enlarged, and the connecting walls had been built to connect its north and south blocks. All seemed full of activity and progress.

But appearances were deceptive. Vernet was just about to receive an unexpected blow with the desertion of Julio Grossy, one of his most trusted servants; Vernet’s behaviour had antagonised the residents enough to cause the Addymans to leave, and the behaviour of the gauchos clearly showed the potential for violence that lay beneath the surface. The five Charrúa Indians mentioned by Whitington were known as “Luciano Flores”, “Manuel Godoy”, “Manuel Antonio González”, “Latorre” (he is never given a first name) and “Felipe Salazar”. Their original Charrúa names are unknown; they either assumed Spanish names for themselves or were given those names by their captors. Whitington’s comments on the Charrúas, together with other evidence (11.89, 14.34) show that they were forbidden to ride horses, which must have made them angry and frustrated; and it seems they were regarded as inferior by the “proper” gauchos (native speakers of Spanish). Captain Robert FitzRoy saw them a year and a half later and referred to them as “the discontented, downcast Indian prisoners”.176

And Vernet’s actions were about to have repercussions in the outside world. On or around the day on which G. T. Whitington landed at Port Louis and had dinner with the Vernets (Sunday 23 October 1831), the schooner Breakwater arrived back under command of her first mate Oliver York at her home port of Stonington, Connecticut, after her dramatic escape from the Falklands two months earlier (12.10). The uproar in the United States caused by her seizure (12.24, 12.33) spelt doom for Vernet’s endeavours in the Falklands. His house was never to be finished. 
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12.23a Vernet’s “English map”, 1831, AGN VII, 134, doc. 21, labelled mostly in English. The sections are numbered but all the same colour, and the numbers are partly different from those on the Spanish map (vol. 1, fig. 11.47a). Both maps show only East Falkland and silently omit part of West Falkland at top left.



______________________________________

Oblivious of the repercussions of his actions, Vernet entertained Langdon and Whitington to dinner, and clearly impressed them by his personality and his account of his establishment. Vernet had turned more and more towards Britain in the course of 1831; he was now keen to attract British settlers, and during Langdon’s and Whitington’s visit he made a new version of the map he had made a couple of years earlier, of East Falkland divided into sections indicating concessions to be sold to future settlers.

His first map (AGN VII 134, doc. 20), which I call the “Spanish map”, for which see vol. 1, section 11.47, fig. 11.47a, was labelled almost entirely in Spanish and indicated three large reserved areas: the two areas already allotted to Jorge Pacheco and the land around San Carlos Water reserved to the state of Buenos Aires under Vernet’s concession of 1828.

His second map, entitled “East Falkland-Island 1831” (AGN VII 134, doc. 21), here Vernet’s “English map”, figs. 12.23a and 14.43a, adopts the general principle of the earlier map in that the island is likewise divided into eleven sections (as Whitington mentions in his article), but it is labelled mostly in English (though very sparsely) and the section borders and numbers have been changed. The northern part of the island still accommodates the first eight sections, but they are now numbered clockwise around an over-large Salvador Water, and the areas reserved to Buenos Aires and Jorge Pacheco have disappeared, as has the black shading indicating uninhabitable areas; the whole island is coloured in a uniform pale green wash, with the offlying islands in a darker, slightly bluish green, perhaps because they were tussock islands or because they did not count as part of the adjacent sections. The Spanish map’s Section III between Berkeley Sound and “Port Harriet” [i.e. Port William], including the future site of Stanley, is labelled “No 2” on the English map, while parts of Sections II, IV and V have become “No 3”, a large block of land running north to south from Salvador Water down to the coast around where Fitzroy now stands. What is now Lafonia contains Sections 9 to 11 like the earlier map, but the positions of the ninth and tenth sections are reversed. Both maps silently omit West Falkland – its north-eastern corner should appear at top left on both, but it was not included in his concession so he left it out.

In the course of their conversation over dinner on 23 October 1831, Vernet interested William Langdon in the potential of the Falklands. Langdon was then on his way back to Britain, but he was keen to emigrate, as were many ambitious Englishmen at that time (he eventually settled in Tasmania). Langdon evidently arranged with Vernet that as soon as he got to Britain he would recruit settlers for the Falklands; the two men no doubt discussed the project over the following few days, and Vernet seemingly made his English map at that time. At any rate, on 29 October Vernet granted Langdon possession of “Section “No 3” on the English map,177 and wrote Langdon an elaborate 16-page land-grant contract, entitling him to sell land to settlers in his own section and/or in other sections, and with blanks left to be filled in with the names of settlers he had recruited.178 To go with the contract Vernet wrote a covering letter:179

{date of the Document / 29th October 1831}       Port Louis 29th October 1831.

William Langdon Esqre Lt R.N. / master of the Ship Thomas Laurie

Dear Sir

 I herewith hand you the Document of your appointment for the colonisation of that tract of Land of the East Falkland Island which is comprised under Section Number three.

I trust that you will use your utmost endeavour to accelerate the object in view, and be particular to choose such settlers as have no bad reputation, because bad subjects would only cramp the growth of any establishment instead of promoting it; you are no doubt fully aware of the certainty of this observation, and I flatter myself that the experience that you have otherwise acquired respecting settlement in new countries will render you fully qualified to the importance of the undertaking; and it is under that impression that I have with pleasure granted you as your property for ever a tract of Land containing ten square miles; and that I further hereby grant you as your property for ever a tract of Land containing ten square miles; and that I further hereby grant you one third part of the proceeds of all sales of Land made previous to the first day of January one thousand eight hundred and thirty three, and one fourth part of the proceeds of all sales of Land made after said period. It is here necessary to observe that you will have opportunities in England of consulting persons more experienced than myself in valuing new lands, of such quality and geographical situation as these, and if it should appear that the prices ought to be reduced, I authorise you in that case to reduce them at far= [verso] =thest down to half the stipulated price. And if you should make any sales below this last mentioned price, then such sales must be subjected to my approbation.

Your plan of sending sheep for your account from Van Diemens Land with the necessary shepherds I approve very much, since you could not make an immediately better use of your own tract of Land, and I assure you that it will be a pleasure to me to give full protection and every assistance in my power to enabled said shepeherds to improve and to encrease the flock, and I shall require for myself no further emolument than the satisfaction that I shall derive from seing [sic] your undertaking progress. I do not doubt but the sheep will multiply rapidly, and there will then be laid the foundation to a great resource for setling at first your own land and afterwards the remainder of the section, and if you should any time think it advantageous to you to exchange some of your sheep for horned cattle and horses it shall be done.

I expect to be favord with letters from you or the agent that you may appoint in England, which will reach me either to this port direct, or to Buenos Ayres, under cover to Messrs Hodgson & Robinson, and wishing you a prosperous voyage

I remain with regard / Dear Sir / Your most obdt Servt / Lewis Vernet

Langdon had seen sheep-farming in Tasmania (“Van Diemen’s Land”), and his plan to send sheep to the Falklands was far-sighted, but nothing was to come of it – neither Vernet nor Langdon could remotely imagine what was actually going to be the state of affairs in the islands on 1 January 1833.
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12.23b Possible purchasers: Vernet’s record of customers for land. (AGN VII, 129, doc. 119)

Whether or not Langdon paid for his concession is unrecorded, as are the other prospective purchasers, but Vernet left a cryptic hint in his papers – a list of sections with (possible) purchasers (fig. 12.23b). No. 3 is clearly Lieutenant William Langdon, and “L.K.” in America (nos. 6 and 7), is no doubt Vernet’s former business partner Lewis Krumbhaar; P.V. of Hamburg (no. 2) may have been one of the Vernet family (conceivably his half-brother Philip Alexander; none of his full brothers had a first name beginning with P), and “H.P.G.V.” may be another, especially since he appears twice, under England and Germany, though none of Vernet’s brothers had the initials H.P.G. The identity of the others remains a mystery, but it is worth noting that they all came from Britain, the US, Holland or Germany; none came from South America. Vernet was intending to populate his colony with English-speakers from Britain and the United States, plus a few other northern Europeans. For him, South Americans were useful as gauchos and servants, but did not count as settlers.
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12.23c George Whitington’s printed chart of Berkeley Sound, August 1834 (detail; the whole chart is shown in the insert at bottom right of fig. 14.43b), based on William Langdon’s chart as carried by Captain Francis Mason of HMS Blonde, July 1834 (14.40). Several names were invented by Langdon and/or Whitington, such as “Darlington Harbor” for the anchorage off Port Louis, “Poulett I.” for Long Island, “Hays I.” for Kidney Island at the south-eastern entrance to the Sound, and “Nelson’s pt” at the north-eastern entrance to the Sound (Captain Mason calls it once “Cape Nelson” and once “Nelsons Point”); “Johnstones Harbor” for Johnsons Harbour is a misprint by Whitington (Mason writes “Johnson’s Harbour”). The “Fishing Establisht” north of Port Louis is the fish-salting complex at Fish House Creek; “The Ruins of a Chapel” west of Port Louis are not the Spanish chapel (which was next to the basin). (PRO CO 78/2, fol. 120 recto)


______________________________________

Langdon received a copy of the English map, “East Falkland-Island 1831”, and during his visit he made a chart of Berkeley Sound to go with it, as there had been on Vernet’s “Spanish map” (vol. 1, fig. 11.47a). On his chart Langdon placed some new names, perhaps created jointly with George Whitington.180 The name “Cape Nelson” was given to the point at the northern end of the entrance to the Sound, south-west of the Volunteer Rocks (a point which does not actually have an established name today; Vernet had called it “Punto Aguila” on his Spanish map); Kidney Island at the southern side of the entrance was named “Hays Islet”, and it seems one of the islands in the Sound was named “Sea Lion Island”, though that is less certain. This chart, no doubt as a manuscript copy, was later in the hands of Captain Francis Mason of the frigate HMS Blonde, who paid a brief visit to Port Louis in July 1834; it was the only chart he had of Berkeley Sound, and he was not impressed by its accuracy (14.40). Langdon later passed his copy of “East Falkland-Island 1831” and his chart of Berkeley Sound to George Whitington, who had them printed in August 1834, with the Berkeley Sound chart as an insert (fig. 14.43b).

On the same day as Langdon’s contract, 29 October 1831, Vernet signed an agreement with Gilbert Davison, captain of the Harriet, in which Davison undertook to pilot the ship to Buenos Aires in order that “the fate of the vessell be decided by a fair trial”, while Vernet undertook to pay the crew to be assembled for the voyage; Davison himself was to be paid 50 silver dollars.181 Davison, though civil enough to Vernet while he was Vernet’s captive, became his implacable foe as soon as he was free of his clutches.

The Thomas Lawrie took aboard a cargo of seal and rabbit skins and cattle hides from the Falklands to sell on Vernet’s behalf (seemingly including the sealskins he had confiscated from the Belleville men, as implied by Davison in his second affidavit, “Davison 2”: he says “the said Vernet sold the Seal Skins taken from them [sc. the Belleville men] to the Master of an English Vessel that put in at the Islands”; full text in Appendix A.23), and left Port Louis on 1 November 1831 for Britain, where her cargo was sold by Messrs Roe and Sons of Liverpool for the sterling equivalent of 102,581.5 pesos (about £22,228), less the commission paid by Vernet, of £466 – 7s – 1d, stated to be equivalent to 2,331 pesos 6 reales, so (judging by the figures in his accounts) he made a profit of about 100,250 pesos or £21,554, a handsome sum.182

After his return to Britain William Langdon wrote to the British government, as he had done in 1829 (11.41), urging that Britain should recover control of the Falklands while still leaving Vernet in charge. But in the end Langdon did not take up his land himself; the arrangement was that he could settle on it himself, or else he could designate “some person appointed by him” to do so, and he eventually took the latter option. Vernet’s departure in November 1831, the Lexington raid in 1831-2 and the expulsion of the Buenos Aires garrison in January 1833 initially changed nothing – most of Vernet’s employees stayed, Britain did not set up an administration in the islands, and Vernet continued to administer his affairs from Buenos Aires. Langdon wrote to Vernet in December 1833 saying he was going to settle in Tasmania and asking him to transfer his land grant to G. T. Whitington, his companion on his visit to Port Louis (13.60). On 31 May 1834 Vernet wrote back accepting the arrangement (14.38); Whitington thereupon lobbied the British government to organise the settlement of the islands and in 1840 sent his brother John Bull Whitington to live at Port Louis. Of which more in chapter 14.

12.24 The voyage of the Breakwater, XIV: the return home

After the schooner Breakwater’s dramatic escape in September (12.10), her first mate Oliver York had first rescued the seven men of the Superior left on Statenland and then sailed back to the United States, arriving at the ship’s home port of Stonington, Connecticut, on or around Monday 23 October 1831, safe and sound but without her captain Daniel Carew and her second mate, cook, steward, and two other men, who had been sent by Vernet to Rio de Janeiro in the Elbe. In its two editions of 29 October and 1 November the United States Gazette of Philadelphia described the seizure of the ship and her recapture, with an extract from York’s logbook (presumably the “ship’s log”) and the text of the “certificate” Brisbane had given him:183

FROM THE FALKLAND ISLANDS.

Arrived at Stonington, Con. on Monday, schooner Breakwater, from the Falkland Islands, whither she went on a Sealing voyage. The B. put in at Port Louis, where she was forcibly taken possession of by Vernet the Governor, acting as he said under the decree of the Buenos Ayrean Government, forbidding all fishing in those seas. A guard of five men was put on board, whom the mate, Mr. York of this city, and two seamen, contrived to shut below during the night, and so retook the schooner.– She then proceeded to a place where some of her men had been left, landed the guard, took her own men and came home. All her papers were seized at Port Louis. Schooner Harriet had also been seized under similar circumstances. There are eight or ten schooners, and several ships,184 about which a good deal of anxiety is felt.

The claim of jurisdiction over the Falkland Isl- [col. 6] ands set up by the Government of Buenos Ayres, our government has formally declared it will not recognize.

P.S.– Since the above was in type, we have been favored with the following extract from the schooner’s log-book.– Jour[nal]. of Com[merce].

Harbor-log,185 Thursday, Aug. 18, 1831, civil time.– Lying at anchor in the harbor of Salvador, near the head of Marville Bay.186 The Captain and second mate, with one boat’s crew, gone to Port Louis.– First part, calm, clear weather. Sent a boat for water; filled six barrels. Middle part, moderate breeze from the westward. About 3 P.M. saw our boat, in which the Captain left, running down with the sail set, which prevented our seeing who was in her, until she was fairly alongside. They proved to be a gang of 10 or 12 men from Port Louis, headed by a Capt. Brisbane, and armed with muskets and pistols. They sprang on deck, and with presented arms ordered the crew below. Capt B. with a pistol in his hand, followed me into the cabin, and demanded the vessel’s papers, together with the captain’s and my own private journals. Also all the fire-arms belonging to the vessel. He took from the Captain’s trunk the schooner’s papers and his journal, which was in sight,187 but gave no188 permission to keep mine till called for. He then ordered the crew to provide themselves with some bedding, and proceed in the boats to an island up the harbor; and directed me to accompany them. To this I objected, and in fact refused, unless compelled to go by force. He at length consented that the 3d officer (Mr. Sutton) should go with the crew, and I remain on board, with the steward. He subsequently agreed to leave a man belonging forward,189 to look out for the people’s dunnage;190 but without my request. At sunset the crew left the vessel, guarded by five men in each boat; and after landing them, the boats returned.– Capt. Brisbane returned to Port Louis by land, leaving 13 or 14 men on board, in possession of all the muskets (as he supposed) as well as those brought with them. I learned from the guard left over me, that the schooner Harriet was under seizure at Port Louis, and her officers and crew on shore, under guard. That the Harriet was to be sent to Buenos Ayres soon for trial, and this schooner also, after being taken round to Port Louis. That every thing was done by Capt Brisbane under orders from Louis Vernet, who professes to act by authority of the government of Buenos Ayres.

Aug. 19th. Orders were received from Mr. Vernet by the guard, to have two weeks’ provisions sent up to the crew, and the boat taken up the bay and hauled up: the men to return to Port Louis, with the exception of five, who were to remain on board the schooner armed.191 This was done, and the day closed with calm weather.

Aug. 20th. About midnight, having a rifle and two muskets, I secured the guard on board, four in the forecastle and one in the after hold, and sent T. Kennedy and the steward in the boat for the crew on the island. They returned about three o’clock A.M. when we hove up both anchors and got under weigh – the wind light from N N W. being directly ahead. We however got out the bay before daylight, previous to which I landed the guard I had confined. At 10 A.M. cleared away Marville bay. At 12, the South point of the bay bore W by S distant 20 miles by computation, being in lat 51, 22, S and long 57, 52, by charts,– from whence I take my departure.

Certificate furnished by Capt. Brisbane.

This is to certify that I have taken by force of arms from the Mate of the schooner Breakwater, Mr. O. York, the papers of said vessel, viz: her Register, Clearance and Crew list, which were forcibly taken from the Captain’s trunk, and I have also taken possession of the Log-book, the Journal of Capt. Carew; and by force of arms, acting under the orders of Mr. L Vernet I have taken possession of the schr Breakwater, as she now lies in the harbor of Salvador, East Falkland, August 17, 1831.

Signed    MATH. BRISBANE.

Brisbane gave that “certificate” to York as a proof that everything was being done with strict attention to the rights of those involved, but as printed in an American newspaper with an account of the seizure, it looked like an admission of acts of piracy against US vessels.

The Breakwater also brought the seven men of the Superior rescued from Statenland (12.17, 12.18), but that was not mentioned in the published accounts, so the news that they were safe may not have reached the South Atlantic, if indeed it ever did so – ten months later in August 1832 Louis Vernet in Buenos Aires was still ignorant of their fate.192

The Breakwater’s crew were paid salvage money for rescuing her,193 and the seizure of the ship caused an angry reaction from the United States government, including President Andrew Jackson (12.33).

12.25 Julio Grossy’s bombshell

Vernet must in retrospect have seen late October 1831 as the high point of his five years in the Falklands. He had entertained William Langdon and George Whitington at Port Louis and demonstrated his success in setting up an establishment in those remote and inhospitable islands; with the sale of the first tract of land to Langdon he thought he had laid the foundations of a prosperous colony under his own leadership, with settlers mainly from Britain and Germany, and he thought he was building up a nice little sealing fleet of his own in the shape of the Harriet, the Superior, the Belleville men’s new shallop, and a boat manned by the “five-man boat’s crew”. But on the very day Langdon left Port Louis in the Thomas Lawrie, or perhaps the next day, Vernet received a blow from an unexpected quarter.

On 14 October 1831 he had appointed Julio Grossy, one of his most trusted servants, to be “prize master” of the Harriet, but Grossy was disenchanted with the Falklands, and around 1 November he suddenly told Vernet that he wanted to leave his service. He had seemingly already boarded the Harriet and sent a message ashore to that effect, which was perhaps not a wise thing to do, since Vernet wrote a cold, no-nonsense reply in which he forbade Grossy to leave the islands in the Harriet.194

Grossy’s announcement that he wanted to leave seems to have been made to Vernet orally (by Grossy himself or by a messenger), since there is no written version of it in Vernet’s papers, but Vernet’s reply of 2 November eloquently reveals his anger and disappointment. He says that in leaving his service, Grossy is breaking the contract that was made between the two of them, but he cannot prevent Grossy from leaving. However, being the “authority, which I am, of the country” (“autoridad que soy del pays”), Vernet says he has always given everyone the right to take what was his, but not what was not his. It seems Grossy had not only gone aboard the Harriet but done other unspecified things contrary to instructions. Vernet says Grossy should have known that he should not have behaved as he did; Vernet cannot allow people who flout his authority to travel in any ship that is under his orders. The task of taking the ship to Buenos Aires is an “extremely delicate” matter (“demasiado delicado”), and it has to be done by people who are committed to Vernet, not by his opponents (“mis contrarios”). Vernet then repeats that he cannot prevent Grossy from leaving, but he can prevent him from leaving in that ship or in any other ship that is under Vernet’s orders. He concludes by saying that he is writing this letter in his public role, not in his private capacity, simply to avoid unpleasantnesses, and that it was Brisbane who had asked him to write it. He signs coldly simply “Vernet”, but adds a PS in which he says that if Grossy thinks he has been treated unjustly, he can communicate his view of things to friends in Buenos Aires to make any complaint in his name, and that if his papers are insufficient for lack of witnesses, Vernet himself will authorise them with his seal.

On the same day as his reply, 2 November 1831, Vernet added an extra agreement to the end of Grossy’s fishing contract dating from 15 August 1829 (vol. 1, section 11.50): Grossy agreed to serve for the remainder of the fishing season 1830-31, until the arrival of the first cargo from Brazil (presumably intended to be the next return voyage of the Elbe), and Grossy was then to be granted passage with his family in that ship to Brazil with the cargo of fish from the islands. In Brazil his claims on Vernet were to be paid preferentially over all other payments: he was to receive 250 pesos in repayment of his contribution to the insurance of the cargo, and 90 pesos for his house (“por su casa”, i.e. his house at Port Louis), and instead of his fifth share in the fishing equipment (which evidently partly belonged to him and was to be left in the islands), he was to receive 2½ per cent of the proceeds of the next cargo of fish. Finally, “as regards the lands, Grossy renounces his right” (“en cuanto a los Terrenos, Grossy renuncia su derecho”); he had evidently possessed some land in the islands, but its position is not recorded.195

What is one to make of all that? Vernet does not say specifically what the central problem was, and some of his allusions in his reply to Grossy are obscure, but it is clear that a major breach had occurred between them and that Vernet could no longer trust Grossy to serve him faithfully. The addition to the fishing contract looks like a compromise reflecting a measure of reconciliation; Vernet accepted Grossy’s leaving and agreed to pay him for the remainder of his service, while Grossy agreed to stay at Port Louis longer than he actually wanted to. Grossy probably regretted informing Vernet in advance; he could simply have gone to Buenos Aires in the Harriet and stayed there, but now he had spoilt his chance of leaving when he wanted to (he actually managed to leave in the Lexington in December).

At any rate, Vernet had resolved to go to Buenos Aires in the Harriet and to take his wife and four children with him. He could have chosen to entrust the ship and his affairs in Buenos Aires to one of his right-hand men, Mathew Brisbane or Henry Metcalf, but perhaps he did not think they could manage the affair of the Harriet satisfactorily in Buenos Aires; perhaps he thought their Spanish was not good enough, or perhaps he was beginning to think things were getting too involved to delegate responsibility (and one certainly suspects that his wife may have thought the Falklands were not a good place to bring up children). At any rate, he made a free choice, to leave himself rather than delegate his business. That decision profoundly affected his own life and the history of the Falkland Islands.

He did not realise that he would be leaving the islands for good, but if he had remained at Port Louis he would certainly have been arrested by Captain Silas Duncan of the Lexington a few weeks later and taken to the United States for trial as a pirate. In the event Duncan did arrest Brisbane and the others who had seized the Harriet, but they were merely Vernet’s employees and had only been following his orders, so they were later released. But Vernet himself was different – he had given the orders and organised the seizure of US property on what the United States regarded as the high seas. And if he had been convicted of piracy, he might have been executed (12.19, 14.98, 14.107). His decision to leave may have saved his life.

12.26 Silas Duncan in Brazil; help from David Jewett; Duncan ordered to Río de la Plata

Five months earlier on 10 June 1831 the Secretary of the United States Navy, Levi Woodbury, had ordered Master Commandant Silas Duncan196 of the 24-gun sloop USS Lexington 197 to sail to the coast of Brazil “to protect the commerce and the citizens of the United States”, and to await the arrival of the commander of the US South Atlantic squadron, from whom he would receive further orders (vol. 1, section 11.86). On 17 October 1831 Duncan arrived at Rio de Janeiro, where he spent just over a fortnight till sailing for the Falklands on 3 November.

He later spent almost six months at Rio, from 2 March to 30 August 1832 (12.48), and it was during one of those two visits that he met David Jewett, resident in Brazil since 1822 and now a vice-admiral in the Brazilian navy. Jewett’s disgust with the authorities in Buenos Aires and with his former employers, the navy of the United Provinces of the River Plate (vol. 1, chapter 10), led him to give Duncan what help he could, as later described in a private letter from the former US chargé d’affaires in Buenos Aires, Francis Baylies:198

Jewett – Pirate as he is, having a deadly quarrel with the Govt of Buenos Ayres – is on our side, and has given Captain Duncan much valuable information respecting the waters of the Rio de la Plata and the best mode of annoying Buenos-Ayres in the event of a naval war.

No doubt Jewett thoroughly approved of Duncan’s actions in the Falklands in the Lexington.

On 31 October Master Commandant Benjamin Cooper arrived at Rio in command of the 20-gun sloop USS Warren and took over as senior officer present. On 1 November 1831 Cooper gave Duncan orders to sail south to Montevideo and Buenos Aires to protect US interests:199

Copy             U.S.Ship Warren / Rio de Janeiro / Nov 1, 1831

Sir,

You will proceed with the U.S.S. Lexington under your command, to Monte Video and Buenos Ayres in the Rio de la Plata, at which places you will remain until your provisions are nearly expended, when you will return to this port. You will use the utmost vigilance, energy, and activity, consistent with the neutral character of our country, in protecting the rights & commerce of the United States in that quarter.

               I have the honor to be,

Mas Com Silas Duncan,         Very respectfully

Commanding US Ship Lexington,     Your Obedient Servant

Rio de Janeiro.              Signed Benjamin Cooper

Those orders were issued before anything was known at Rio about Vernet’s seizure of American ships (the Harriet was still at Port Louis, the Superior sealing in the Pacific, and the Breakwater had only just arrived back at Stonington), but the US government had been informed in general terms that American trade and rights in the South Atlantic needed protection. Cooper’s orders, enjoining Duncan to show “vigilance, energy and activity” in defence of US interests, were the last orders he received before he left Rio. Thus fortified, he sailed for Montevideo and Buenos Aires on 3 November 1831.200

12.27 A new post for William Smyley, November 1831

Before leaving for Buenos Aires, Vernet appointed the American Henry Metcalf to lead the establishment in his absence, and Mathew Brisbane stayed behind too, responsible for everything connected with sealing and fishing around the islands. And on 5 November 1831, four days after Langdon left in the Thomas Lawrie and two days before he himself left, Vernet appointed none other than William Smyley as “Branch Pilot” i.e. officially certified pilot,201 “for Port Louis, Port 
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12.27a Louis Vernet appoints William Smyley, 5 November 1831. (JCNA)

William and Choiseul Bay, and for all other ports Bays and waters under my Jurisdiction”. Smyley himself, of course, was not at Port Louis at the time; he was on Eagle Island with the other Belleville men, busy completing the shallop Eagle. The “branch pilot” document was evidently left at Port Louis for Smyley to pick up later, together with the original of the commission for the Eagle, intended to be signed personally by her crew (12.28).

This was a considerable change in Smyley’s fortunes – from being Vernet’s prisoner, under a contract to go sealing and give Vernet half of any cargo obtained,202 he rose to hold an official post in Vernet’s establishment. That was the last contact Vernet had with William Smyley until over five and a half years later in July 1837, when he wrote to Smyley asking for help (14.94). The document appointing Smyley is the earliest item in the Jane Cameron National Archives (JCNA) in Stanley (fig. 12.27a).203 The bright red wax seal is intriguing, and I have examined it closely. At its bottom left there is a short fragment of a beaded-edged oval, as on contemporary Buenos Aires seals, with about six “beads” remaining, but the rest of the seal is featureless, with patches of paper-fibres adhering in several places, and on the bottom flap of the paper there is a “ghost impression” of the seal. There are two possible explanations for this. Either the bottom flap was immediately folded up and pressed flat while the wax was still hot, which must have been done by Vernet himself before the document left his hands (sealing-wax takes only a few seconds to harden), or alternatively the seal was later obliterated by ironing over the folded-up flap; that could have been done at any time by Smyley or by someone else. The question is, why? Why was the seal on an official document deliberately spoilt? It would have been eccentric for Vernet to apply a Buenos Aires seal to the document and then immediately spoil it, so it seems more likely that it was deliberately spoilt later. In the absence of a better explanation, one can only assume that Smyley, or whoever it was, was not keen for it to be identifiable as a Buenos Aires document, so a certificate with an official-looking but unidentifiable seal was required.

At any rate, Vernet had chosen the right man in William Smyley, as he had in Mathew Brisbane. Smyley was not above serving his own interests at the expense of others (though he never took advantage of the unfortunate), and he had the reputation of being both a pirate and a rogue. But he was also a courageous and expert seaman who gave distinguished service in and around the Falklands for well over thirty years; just how distinguished his service was will become clear in later chapters. He saved many lives after shipwrecks, and for 18 years (1850-68) he represented the United States as commercial agent in Stanley, where two of his three children were born and where all three were baptised and went to school (chapters 16, 18).

12.28 Vernet commissions the shallop and leaves in the Harriet, November 1831

Once Vernet had decided to go to Buenos Aires, he could not leave his wife and four small children at Port Louis, which was very much a man’s world, and not too genteel a one at that. So, in addition to the usual supplies for her crew and some cargo including over a ton of whalebone confiscated from the Belleville men, the Harriet took the whole Vernet family and some of Vernet’s possessions, including most of his extensive archive of documents. Those papers, now in the AGN in Buenos Aires, tell the epic story of the first five years in the history of the civilian settlement of the Falklands; they are a vital resource for historians of the islands, and I have used them extensively. Some documents, however, remained behind, including the “Port Louis Shipping Record” (PLSR), which was taken to Buenos Aires in January 1833 by Henry Metcalf together with most of the remaining papers (12.35). Some papers, however, were left in Vernet’s house at Port Louis, and were thrown out into the open on 26 August 1833 by the murderers in a deliberate attempt to destroy them; some of them were rescued by Henry Channen (13.56), apparently including the 1833 Port Louis log.

On 5 November Vernet drew up a list of the men who were to crew the Harriet:204 

Gilbert Davison, William Wallace, Henry Swinbank, John Edmund, William Drake, Robert Kennedy, James Bowen, Charles Frewin, Thomas Robinson, Antonio de Silveria, Antonio Wegener, Charles Brasier.

In addition, Davison’s clerk John Trumbull must also have been aboard, plus John Gardner as a passenger – he received prize money in Buenos Aires but was not paid for the voyage (AGN VII, 132, doc. 129) – so there were 14 men in all. Of the crew, only Gilbert Davison had been aboard when the ship left New London, Connecticut, on 12 August 1830. Gardner had also been in the Harriet’s crew on the voyage interrupted by the encounter with the Elizabeth Jane (12.22), as had all the others except Frewin, Robinson, de Silveria and Brasier. Apart from Davison and Trumbull, all the ship’s original crew had either deserted, like John Jones and James Hamblet (11.87, 12.5), had joined other ships (or the “five-man boat’s crew”), or had been taken to Rio aboard the Elbe, so the men who took the Harriet to Buenos Aires in November 1831 were yet again a scratch crew who happened to be at Port Louis at the time. The pay of the twelve men who were paid began on 29 October, i.e. continuing seamlessly from the voyage interrupted by the Elizabeth Jane.205 All were apparently Americans except John Edmonds and Charles Brasier (British), “Antonio Wegener” [Anton Vaihinger] (German), and Antonio de Silveria (presumably South American). Later, at Buenos Aires, Charles Brasier and the American William Drake joined the crew of the Sarandí, returned in her to the Falklands, deserted at Port Louis in January 1833 and were taken aboard HMS Clio (chapter 13).

Vernet also listed 15 passengers: himself, his wife, his children [he does not name them, but they were Emilio, Luisa, Sofía and Matilde; the last two of his six children were born later], four unnamed black female servants, and five named male servants.206 There appear to have been between 116 and 128 land-based people at Port Louis from late July 1831, the largest number ever; the Elbe had taken over a dozen people away in September, leaving roughly 103-115, so after the departure of the 29 people aboard the Harriet (15 passengers and 14 crewmen including Gardner and Trumbull) there remained roughly 74-86 residents. Naturally all those figures are only tentative; the higher figure in each case is unlikely since it includes all the “missing 10”, of whom some or all may never have gone to the islands at all (vol. 1, sections 11.84, 11.89).207

The ship was to be under the command of Captain Gilbert Davison, who was paid 50 pesos for the voyage (in his own ship!) but was not well disposed towards Vernet. Vernet was taking a risk in undertaking the voyage; he later said that he could trust only four of the men on board.208 Which ones they were is unclear; all of them had English surnames except Silveria and Wegener, but “Antonio Wegener” [i.e. Anton Vaihinger] seems to have been trusted by Vernet, since Vernet entrusted him with his letter of 6 December 1831 to Mathew Brisbane (section 12.33), to take it back to Port Louis aboard the Lexington. His return to the Falklands cost him his life. Julio Grossy had deserted Vernet’s service, so he had in Vernet’s eyes changed sides and joined the ranks of those who could not be trusted; accordingly, he was not aboard.

The next day, Sunday 6 November 1831, Vernet drew up an official-looking commission and crew list for the shallop being built on Eagle Island (Speedwell Island) by the Belleville men, the schooner Eagle, which he (and only he) called “Águila”, Spanish for “eagle”. The 10-man crew included Isaac Waldron as captain and “Diego Burr” as pilot, but strangely “Guillermo Smyley”, whom he had appointed “branch pilot” for the islands the day before, is listed as a mere seaman. He no doubt made two copies, an original and a keeping-copy for himself; the ship was to sail the islands “fishing” (i.e. sealing) on his behalf, much as he had sent the Superior sealing in the Pacific in September, “fishing by proxy”, as Silas Duncan called it (12.16). He left blanks for the vessel’s dimensions, and on the original no doubt also blanks for the crew to sign their names once they were at Port Louis with the completed shallop.209 
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12.28a Commission: Vernet’s keeping-copy of his commission for the ship that he (but no one else) called the “Águila”, dated 6 November 1831 (the day before he left the islands for good). There are blanks where the vessel’s dimensions were intended to be added, and the names (enlarged at right) are not signatures but are all written by Vernet in his own hand. He Hispanicises the names, though the men were all Americans except George Lambert (4th from the top), who was British. The original was evidently left at Port Louis for the men to sign, so it no doubt had blanks where Vernet has written the names on this copy. Vernet himself never saw the ship. (AGN VII, 136, doc. 77; poor copy in AGN VII, 131, doc. 185)


______________________________________

The Belleville men were still on Eagle Island, so in the keeping-copy (fig. 12.28a) he filled in their names himself, Hispanicised, in his “italic” handwriting. The original was no doubt left at Port Louis and has not survived, but the keeping-copy is among Vernet’s papers. The vessel was eventually called Eagle, and duly went to Port Louis in December 1831, fulfiling the contract with the Belleville men – but by then Vernet had gone and everything had changed. Vernet must have thought part of his new sealing fleet (the Superior, the shallop, and the five-man boat’s crew) would continue working for him, earning him a profit while he was away in the Harriet. But he had lost touch with reality.

By contrast, the men of the Eagle (which was soon to be commanded by William Smyley) were firmly based in reality: they received American papers and an American flag from Captain Duncan of the USS Lexington (12.35), renamed their vessel Chaloupe and went on sealing for their own profit, so Vernet’s “commission” would have been just what they did not want. They were still working in and around the islands in 1837 (14.89, 14.103) – Vernet’s departure was their lucky break.

The Harriet finally sailed for Buenos Aires on Monday 7 November 1831,210 taking away over a quarter of the remaining population of Port Louis: the Vernet family, several of their servants both white and black, and a crew of 15 men, some of whom had been resident at Port Louis for a while – 29 people in all, out of a total population at that time of roughly 103-115, leaving around 74-86. The Harriet also carried most of Vernet’s archive of documents and some cargo including 2,744 pounds (over a ton) of whalebone that he had confiscated from the Belleville men.211

Louis Vernet never saw the Falkland Islands again.

12.29 Louis Vernet’s five years in the Falklands, 1826-31: summary and assessment

Any assessment of Louis Vernet’s time in the Falklands, and therefore of Argentina’s involvement, must be based on certain basic facts, so this section provides a brief summary before the story continues. By any standards his efforts to establish a settlement at Port Louis were a struggle of epic dimensions. He was setting out to found a civilian establishment 1200 kilometres further south than anywhere in the world with European-style facilities, in the cold and stormy South Atlantic, on islands with dangerous and imperfectly known coastlines; it all had to be privately financed since there was no monetary assistance from Buenos Aires, and there were no local supplies that he could use except wildlife – everything, including people, had to be imported. And he had the most extraordinary bad luck: he was impeded for most of the first two years by the war between Brazil and the United Provinces; he suffered interminable delays in attempting to obtain the vital trained horses from the Patagonian Indians; he lost most of the horses he attempted to take to the islands; four ships he owned or chartered were wrecked – Rafaela, Ospray, Tiburtina, Belleville – and a cargo of salted fish was lost by sheer bad luck.

But he was blessed with an extremely robust constitution and an iron determination to succeed against all odds, and he had the extra advantage of speaking four languages fluently – German, French, English and Spanish – which enabled him to converse and correspond with a wide range of people from various countries. At the beginning of his Falklands project he was well placed financially: he had made a lot of money from cattle-ranching in the province of Buenos Aires, and thanks to his network of business connections in Hamburg, the United States and Argentina, he could call on a number of fellow businessmen for credit. After the end of his Falklands project, his invention of a method for protecting stored hides from the larvae of moths and beetles brought him a steady income, which enabled him to spend a long period in Europe pursuing compensation for his losses in the Falklands (vol. 3, chapter 17).

And his losses were considerable: he lost all the money he had invested in the abortive 1824 expedition, and the financial arrangements he made in 1825-6 on launching his second venture doomed it to failure from the start. The pay he agreed for the gauchos was too high to make a profit from beef and hides, and his unremitting bad luck meant he never exported any salted fish, which might have transformed his finances.

But there were other reasons for his eventual failure. He was an energetic businessman and a tireless worker, but an incompetent politician, and he failed to realise what a catastrophic mistake he was making in seizing American ships. For it was not only his financial position that was shaky: his political position was insecure in the extreme. It was not enough that he had the support of the Buenos Aires government; no other country accepted that he, or Buenos Aires, had any rights in the Falklands. If he had set up a simple trading post that offered shelter and supplies, with no claim to territorial sovereignty, his activities would have been welcomed by other governments, and in the course of time he might have given Argentina customary rights in the islands that would be accepted by other countries, leading to eventual de jure sovereignty. But the sovereign rights claimed by Argentina from the outset, exercised by Vernet, were invalid and something no other country could tolerate for a moment. In claiming such rights, Argentina and Vernet himself were putting the cart before the horse. It was Vernet who gave Argentina the beginnings of territorial sovereignty in the islands, but his rash actions nipped it in the bud.

Sadly, Vernet’s false idea of the extent of his (and Argentina’s) rights in the Falklands continues to prevail in Argentina, thanks to an incorrect version of the history of the islands which has been taught to generations of Argentinians, together with an untenable view of international law (for which see vol. 4, chapter 32).212 In particular, the belief prevails that the islands were securely Argentine territory and that they had a sizeable, stable population of 200 or even (as sometimes maintained) 300 people. Those conceptions are disproved by the original documents presented in this book, but they have lasted so long that they have given rise to a sense of grievance, a feeling that Argentina was “robbed” by Britain of part of its territory and that a large, flourishing Argentine community in the Malvinas was brutally expelled by Britain and Argentinians were prohibited from settling in the islands. All that is also untrue. In fact Britain encouraged the civilian residents to remain, and not only permitted them to do so, but allowed quite large numbers of Argentinians to settle and work in the islands (15.31). To do justice to the history of the Falklands and to the Falkland Islanders, it is therefore important that the true story of the islands should replace the myths that have prevailed for so long.

Very briefly, the basic facts about Louis Vernet’s time in the Falklands are these. The length of time from 11 June 1826, when he landed on the southern shore of Berkeley Sound, to 7 November 1831, when he finally left the islands by his own decision, was less than 5½ years, and he was absent for about half that time. During those 5½ years there was a constant turnover of people at Port Louis – of the 25 men who landed with Vernet in June 1826, exactly two were still there five years later in June 1831 (Juan Gregorio Sánchez and Dionisio Eredia); all the others had left and been replaced by roughly as many new men. Many people spent only a few months at the settlement before leaving again – they spent less time in the islands than many of the British and American sealers and whalers, who are usually regarded as temporary visitors.

Apart from the abortive 1824 expedition, in which he had a financial involvement but took no part himself, Vernet’s time in the Falklands took place in three phases:

Phase 1, 1826-8: a cattle-killing venture with some two dozen gauchos but no settlers and no women.

Phase 2, 1828-9: Vernet as “freeholder” of East Falkland aiming to set up a permanent settlement under his concession of 5 January 1828, with gauchos and black slaves but still without women or settlers.

Phase 3, 1829-31: the settlement, with gauchos, black slaves, women, children and settlers.

Kohen and Rodríguez quote Ricardo Caillet-Bois’s statement that “Vernet considered that around three hundred people inhabited the islands at some point”,213 but that is misleading – it is worded so as to include the phrase “three hundred people inhabited the islands”, but that was never the case. Even if there had been 300 people who ever lived in the islands at all during those years (which was undoubtedly an exaggeration by Vernet), they were not all there at the same time; there was a constant coming and going. Vernet made no censuses – it would have been pointless, as the population constantly changed – but a careful comparison of lists of people arriving and leaving, and the names of people mentioned in diaries and letters, shows that the maximum possible number of people present at Port Louis at any one time was around 116-128 (vol. 1, sections 11.84, 11.89), for only two months from July to September 1831, but there were mostly under 100 people there. 

The entire land-based population lived at Port Louis, but Kohen and Rodríguez refer to “the settlements existing during the Argentine administration”, and actually mention “two small towns [sic!], called Rosas and Dorrego”.214 Here they have yet again been misled by Antonio Gómez Langenheim, a rightwing Argentine nationalist, whose work is riddled with gross errors and fabrications (see vol. 3, section 22.21). Those two settlements, “Rosas” and “Dorrego”, were non-existent; they were invented by Gómez Langenheim. He first used the names in 1934; he used them again in 1939,215 and they are shown on the map in vol. II of his 1939 book, placed where the real settlements of Goose Green and Johnson’s Harbour are (both of which were founded much later). There were no settlements in the islands in Vernet’s time except Port Louis.

By August 1831 the population of Port Louis consisted of four distinct groups:

(a) The gauchos (known as “peones” in Spanish, i.e. “farmhands”), who were Spanish-speaking and mostly came from the River Plate region. They generally amounted to about two dozen men, who constantly left and were replaced. Vernet did not regard them as settlers or colonists; they were merely his employees.

(b) The black slaves. In September 1828 Vernet purchased 31 black people in Argentina and took them to the islands; for a while in 1828-9 they formed the majority of the population of Port Louis.216 Most were adults, but some were children, with one girl aged only 5. The documentation of their lives is sadly very sparse, but some of them were “new” slaves taken from slave ships coming from Africa, while others seem to have spent some time in South America. They no doubt spoke one or more West African languages among themselves, plus a little Spanish in communicating with the South Americans. The blacks were theoretically “indentured labourers” who were to be released after a term of years, but they were not paid in money, they could not own land, they were not free to come and go as they pleased, and their original African names were never used – some men and boys were given a surname in Spanish, often a name of a month, such as “Marzo”, “Abril”, “Julio” or “Octubre”, but most women and some men were given no surnames. They were slaves in all but name, and I refer to them as slaves, as did some people at the time.

(c) The “settlers” or “colonists”. With few exceptions these did not come from South America; Vernet wanted settlers from Britain, Germany or Holland. He apparently got none from Holland (there is no record of any Dutch settlers), but there were some British settlers and briefly a group of Germans including several families, who did not stay long; by late 1831 there were only two single German men left.

(d) The Charrúa Indians, the last group to arrive: a group of 5 men apparently sent from Montevideo by Louis Vernet’s brother Emilio in July 1831. They were among the last survivors of the Charrúa nation, who had lived in and around Uruguay for millennia but had been massacred by Uruguayan government forces. It seems Emilio Vernet had seen them as promising gauchos, but in the Falklands they were forbidden to ride horses and were confined to menial tasks – the white Spanish-speaking gauchos were seemingly prejudiced against them. The 5 Charrúas were the only men who stayed with the murderer Antonio Rivero after the gauchos Juan Brasido and José María Luna had escaped from him (for which Brasido was murdered).

Hardly had the population reached its maximum of around 116-128 in mid-July 1831 (vol. 1, section 11.89) than it began to decrease again: on 25 September 1831 the British brigantine Elbe left with over a dozen people: Captain Daniel Carew of the Breakwater and the remaining crewmen of the American ships Vernet had seized, plus the disgruntled British settler Joseph Addyman, his wife Jane and their children. All were incensed at Vernet’s treatment of them, and left the islands in disgust. There remained at most 101-115 people. Then on 7 November 1831 Louis Vernet left the islands in the American schooner Harriet with his wife and children and some of his white servants and black slaves, 29 people in all including the ship’s crew (over a quarter of the remaining population), leaving roughly 85, and the US warship Lexington took 47 or 48 people (over half the remainder) in January 1832, reducing the population of Port Louis to around 38 (12.35). The figures become more reliable as the number decreases, since it becomes steadily clearer that few or none of the “missing 10” remained, if indeed any of them had ever been there (section 12.28). Britain was not involved in any of those removals of people.

In the last analysis Louis Vernet’s Falklands project was not financially viable, but it might have lasted longer if he had had better luck, and above all if he had not made the disastrous mistake of capturing American ships, imprisoning their crews and stealing their cargoes. He thought he had the right to do so, but he was being naïve – the Americans had been in the islands much longer than he had, and to the US government the islands were like Antarctica; they belonged to no country and were open to all. As pointed out in section 12.12, he was being illogical – he wanted the Americans to buy supplies from his settlement, but he was trying to stop them from taking seal, which was why they were there in the first place. His efforts foundered on the basic contradiction between his desire to trade with outsiders and his attempt to prevent them from engaging in the one trade that brought them to the islands.

In short, Louis Vernet’s activities in the islands were a heroic failure, doomed from the outset. He founded the present settlement in the islands, operating from Argentina, but the whole of their previous and subsequent history has been separate from Argentina. Nevertheless, the myths that surround his efforts and the Argentine involvement are alive and kicking, as the rest of this essay in “analysing two pasts” will demonstrate.

12.30 The “Águila” myth: fiction at the United Nations

As Oliver Rackham says, “Pseudo-history is not static but alive and growing… It wins ground at the expense of real history.”217 A good example of that phenomenon is provided by what I call “the ‘Águila’ myth”. It was launched by Antonio Gómez Langenheim in his Elementos (1939); he evidently found the keeping-copy of the commission for the Belleville men’s shallop (the “Patente de Navegacion y Rol de Equipage”) in Vernet’s papers (fig. 12.28a), but did not trouble to find out its context or to examine it closely (which would have shown him that the men’s names were all in the same hand); he assumed that Vernet had ordered the building of the vessel, and wrote an entirely fictitious account of her origin:218

Vernet is a governor with initiative; one thing demonstrates that: the requirements of navigation and fishing on the coasts of the Colony require a larger number of vessels; Vernet loses no time but seeks out the necessary equipment, beams, ironwork, etc., brings together carpenters and has a schooner constructed on the spot and under his direction, then he christens her with the name Águila, crews her with ten men, draws up for her the appropriate patent or sailing list, and sends her to fish for amphibians…

Gómez Langenheim then prints the text of the “Patente de Navegacion y Rol de Equipage”, and follows it with another entirely fictitious passage:219

Thus there sailed from puerto Luis, with the Argentine flag at her masthead, the first vessel built in such modest shipyards, which was to carry our flag among the sails of huge ships of other countries, which visited those coasts with the same purpose.

That is all nonsense – in fact Vernet never saw the shallop at all. She never flew the Argentine flag; she flew the flag of the United States, and was not called “Águila” (that was only Vernet’s name for her); she was called Eagle, and later the Chaloupe. Vernet played no part whatever in her construction except that he provided some equipment and provisions for her builders, who worked on Eagle Island about 80 miles from Port Louis and were nothing to do with his settlement – indeed he had arrested and imprisoned some of them for five weeks (not exactly a good way of promoting the shallop’s construction).

Gómez Langenheim’s fictitious account was slavishly followed by Juan José Cresto in his 1100-page work on the history of the Falklands, though without acknowledgement and entirely rephrased. He precedes his mention of the “Águila” with an overidealised and untrue description of busy commercial activity at Port Louis – for example, he says a special role was played by carpenters, who repaired ships that had suffered damage on their voyages from the Pacific. Ships were of course repaired at Port Louis, but not by Vernet’s establishment, which had no ship-repair facilities of its own. Ships were repaired by their crews; their own carpenters and armourers landed and worked on shore. Cresto then says (with a footnote clearly derived from Gómez Langenheim, though Cresto gives no source):220

… without doubt, the greatest achievement was represented by the building of the schooner called “Águila”30.

[His footnote 30 on same page:] One can only admire the activity displayed by this active man of business, who despite his precarious means, and, above all, lack of tools, smoothed down tree-trunks, made frames and planks and prepared them for the construction of ships. That is no small achievement.

[Text continues lower down on same page:] … There was constant communication with Buenos Aires in voyages of six days and for that purpose he constructed the abovementioned schooner “Águila”.

All that is fiction. Vernet did not smooth any tree-trunks or make any frames or planks, nor did he order it to be done; he had nothing whatever to do with the construction of any ships.

But another fictitious account of the so-called “Águila”, based on Gómez Langenheim and Cresto but (of course) including a creative new fictitious detail too, was presented at the United Nations on 20 June 2013 by one of the Argentine “petitioners”, María Angélica de Vernet, a great-great-granddaughter of Louis Vernet, before the Decolonisation Committee, the “Committee of 24” or “C24” (for which see vol. 3, chapter 24, and vol. 4, chapters 31, 32). She said that Vernet’s establishment possessed:221

… a schooner named Águila, built on the Staten Island to facilitate communications with Buenos Aires and the Malvinas Islands. This was the first piece of work manufactured in the Malvinas Islands.

The idea that she was built on Staten Island is a “fictitious amplification” by María Angélica de Vernet of Gómez Langenheim’s and Cresto’s fictitious accounts – the Falklands had no wood, but Staten Island had wood, so that is where the schooner must have been built.

To set the record straight: far from directing the building of the so-called “Águila”, Louis Vernet never clapped eyes on her. When he left the Falklands on 7 November 1831 she was still unfinished on Eagle Island; she was built by Americans (and one Englishman) not connected with him in any way, some of whom he had imprisoned; it was only Vernet who called her “Águila”, translating her original name Eagle; she was not built to facilitate communications but to kill seals; she never belonged to Vernet’s settlement and she never flew an Argentine flag – she sailed under the United States flag, which she received from Silas Duncan at Port Louis (below). Antonio Rivero called her “una chalupa americana” [“an American shallop”], section 13.38, and she was still present in the islands, with her American crew, in 1837 (14.89, 14.103).

María Angélica Vernet perpetuated other myths at the United Nations that day too – for her absurdly inflated population figures for Port Louis during Vernet’s tenure, and gross extension of the dates when he was in the islands, see vol. 1, section 11.90.

Through his historical ignorance and his unscrupulous use of evidence both here and elsewhere, Antonio Gómez Langenheim did the history of the Falklands a serious disservice – his understanding of the Argentine period of Falklands history is severely defective and much of his work is fiction. Sadly, though, it has been followed by many Argentinians including Juan José Cresto in his two-volume book, and by María Angélica de Vernet at the United Nations, with disastrous results for the general understanding of the islands’ history.

12.31 The Harriet arrives at Buenos Aires; Anchorena and Rosas; the American reaction

The Harriet reached Buenos Aires on Sunday 20 November 1831 (while Captain Silas Duncan was still sailing from Rio to Montevideo in the Lexington). She was left anchored off the port; Vernet released Captain Gilbert Davison and the crew pending a court decision on the fate of the ship,222 and the next day Davison went straight to the American consul, George Washington Slacum, and told him what had happened to him and his ship in the Falklands. Slacum at once wrote to the Buenos Aires acting foreign minister, Tomás Manuel de Anchorena,223 saying he was “at a loss to conceive upon what possible ground a bona-fide American vessel, while engaged in a lawful trade, should be captured by an officer of a friendly Government and with which the United States are happily on terms of the most perfect understanding and amity”, and enquired if the Buenos Aires government “intends to avow and sustain the seizure of the aforesaid vessel.”224

Two days later on 23 November, at the US consulate, Gilbert Davison made the first of his six affidavits (“Davison 1”; full text in Appendix A.23), describing the seizure of the Harriet, Breakwater and Superior, and he also gave Slacum a copy of Vernet’s circular of October 1830 and of the illegal contract of 8 September 1831 by which the Superior had been sent sealing on Vernet’s behalf (Appendix A.21). Slacum sent both documents the same day to US Secretary of State Edward Livingston225 in Washington, with a covering letter saying he suspected the Buenos Aires government would indeed avow Vernet’s actions (i.e. accept and take responsibility for them), and that he would then make a formal protest.226

On 25 November Anchorena replied in a brief note merely informing Slacum that “the business of the Schooner Harriet, is actually before the Ministry of War and Marine and that after the customary forms have been gone through with, it will be laid before the Government for its Consideration, whose resolution will conform to what the laws of the Country prescribe…”.227 To Slacum that sounded like high-handed fobbing-off (which it was), but it also made clear that the matter would be decided not by a court but by the government, i.e. by General Juan Manuel de Rosas personally, who alone held the executive reins of government. 

Rosas was the leading figure in the ultra-conservative landowning oligarchy which ruled the province of Buenos Aires and thus strongly influenced the rest of the Argentine Confederation. The largest landowners were the three Anchorena brothers, Juan José, Tomás Manuel (the acting foreign minister), and Nicolás, who were second cousins of Rosas; the police chief General Lucio Mansilla was Rosas’s brother-in-law, while a brother-in-law of Nicolás Anchorena, Felipe Arana, was foreign minister from 1835 to 1852 and later important in the Falklands story (chapters 15 and 16). The oligarchy had vastly profited from the extension of landholding and cattle-rearing that had taken place in the province since independence, and their great economic power enabled them to hold executive power for most of the period 1829-52. Nominally, Rosas was merely governor of Buenos Aires province, but that province was “charged” with the foreign policy of the whole Confederation, which meant in practice that Rosas himself decided Argentine foreign policy. He was a classic South American “caudillo” (provincial leader) – inspiring to his followers, shrewd in defence of his interests, but dictatorial and exceedingly touchy in matters of prestige. Argentina at that time had nothing like an independent judiciary, so even if the issue had been decided by a court, the verdict could never have been contrary to Rosas’s wishes.

The next day Slacum made a formal protest to Tomás Anchorena on behalf of the United States Government, though as a mere consul he theoretically did not possess the requisite rank:228

… This unexpected reply from His Excellency, the Minister, cannot be viewed by the Undersigned in any other light than as a virtual avowal on the part of this Government, of the right of Mr. Lewis Vernet to capture and detain American Vessels engaged in the Fisheries at the Falkland Islands, and the Islands and Coasts about Cape Horn. It, therefore, only remains to him to deny, in toto, any such right, as having been, or being now, vested in the Government of Buenos Ayres, or in any person or persons acting under its authority; and to add his most earnest remonstrance against all measures which may have been adopted by said Government, including the Decree issued on the 10th of June, 1829, asserting a claim to the before-mentioned Islands and Coasts, and the Fisheries appurtenant thereto, or any other Act or Decree having the same tendency, and also the Circular Letter of the said Vernet, issued in consequence of the same; as well as against all such measures as may hereafter be adopted by said Government, or persons acting under its authority, which are calculated in the remotest degree to impose restraints upon the Citizens of the United States engaged in the Fisheries in question, or to impair their undoubted right to the freest use of them.

The Undersigned cannot but regret that a Subject of so important and serious a nature should have arisen; but nevertheless, his duty to his Government, as well as to the rights and interests of his Fellow- Citizens, impels him to request that His Excellency the Minister for Foreign Affairs will be pleased to receive this Communication as a formal Protest on the part of the Government of The United States against that of Buenos Ayres, and all and every person or persons acting under its authority, for the illegal and forcible seizure at the Falkland Islands aforesaid, by orders of the said Vernet of the American Schooner Harriet as well as of the Schooners Superior and Breakwater, of which the Undersigned has also received information…

Anchorena did not answer for a week, during which Silas Duncan arrived at Buenos Aires in the Lexington on 29 November 1831. By now Buenos Aires was buzzing with the news of the arrival of the seized Harriet; Duncan no doubt saw her at anchor and heard what had happened, and wrote to Consul Slacum asking for details:229



U. S. S. Lexington, Off Buenos Aires, River Plate,

November 29, 1831.

SIR: The Lexington under my Command is upon this Coast for the protection of the Citizens and Commerce of the United States.– I have just heard a report that several American Vessels have been captured at the Falklands, and I have to request you will be pleased to furnish me with such information as it may be in your power to give touching the above report –    I have the Honor to be [etc.].

Slacum was happy to oblige: on 30 November he sent Duncan a copy of Davison’s first affidavit (“Davison 1”; full texts of Davison’s six affidavits in Appendix A.23) and of Vernet’s contract with the Belleville men, adding that “the Enclosed Documents will put you in possession of facts connected with the violent and illegal Capture of several American vessels, engaged in the Fisheries at the Falkland Islands, and Coasts about Cape Horn…”.230

The next day Duncan replied to Slacum indicating his resolve to sail to the Falklands to protect US ships and citizens, and asking Slacum to send the Buenos Aires government a copy of his letter:231 

SIR,                   Off Buenos Ayres, River Plate, 1st. Dec. 1831

I have received your Reply to my Communication of the 29th. ult, enclosing Copies of Documents in relation to the capture of several American Vessels at the Falkland Islands, while engaged in the Fisheries; and, having given them the proper consideration, I consider it to be my duty to proceed thither with the force under my command, for the protection of the Citizens and commerce of The United States engaged in the Fisheries in question. I also learn, that, in consequence of these captures, 7 Americans have been abandoned upon the Island of Staten Land without the means of subsistence.232

Under these circumstances, I have to request you will be pleased to communicate a Copy of this letter to the Government of Buenos Ayres, under whose authority certain individuals have assumed to capture American Vessels, in order that no misunderstanding shall arise with respect to the object of my visit to the Falkland Islands, and in conformity with the open and candid mode in which the affairs of The United States are conducted.      / I have the honor to be, &c.

Slacum sent a copy of Duncan’s letter to Anchorena,233 and from that time on there could be no doubt of Duncan’s determination to actually go to the islands himself to take what steps he considered necessary. It should have been clear to Anchorena that unless he reacted, the situation was going to escalate, but during the succeeding week the Buenos Aires government kept up its haughty tone and was so dilatory in reacting that Duncan simply went ahead.

On 2 December Gilbert Davison went to the United States consulate again and made the second of his six affidavits (“Davison 2”), in which he declared:234

That at the time he was at the Falkland Islands, there was the English Brig Adeona, Low Master Sealing there, and had been for two Years, and upwards; that she took many Seals on said Islands, without being interrupted or in any way interfered with, by Vernet; that in a conversation with the said Vernet he remarked to Declarant, that “he could not take an English Vessel with the same propriety that he could an American,” That this Observation was made in Answer to a question asked by Declarant why he did not take the Brig Adeona as she had taken Seals on the Volunteer Rocks at the mouth of his sound; That he gave no reason in explanation of the aforesaid Answer.–

Vernet’s remark that “he could not take an English Vessel with the same propriety that he could an American” infuriated the Americans; they knew very well that he was permitting British ships to make a profit out of the Falklands, and they did not feel that the British had better rights in the islands than they themselves. In later correspondence the Americans several times referred bitterly to the one-sided persecution they were suffering at Vernet’s hands – in his despatch of 7 December 1831 (full text in section 12.33), Silas Duncan wrote that Vernet:

… did not consider himself Authorized to molest English vessels he could not he said Capture English vessels with the same propriety that he could Americans.–

George Slacum wrote on 4 January 1832 to US Secretary of State Edward Livingston:235

Whilst these outrages upon the persons and property of American citizens were perpetrated, it was declared by them that they could not capture English vessels under similar circumstances, with the same propriety, and did not, in fact, attempt to do so.

In April 1832 the commander-in-chief of the US squadron in the South Atlantic, Commodore George Rodgers, pointed out the unfairness of Vernet’s actions:236

… Capt. Duncan was strongly induced to the adoption of this measure, from his certain knowledge of the fact, that the aggressions complained of were committed exclusively upon the commerce and citizens of the U. States of America.

And on 20 June 1832 Francis Baylies complained about:237

… another declaration of the Governor, from which an inference is fairly to be deduced, that the Citizens of The United States were to be selected as the special victims of his power; while the Vessels and Seamen of other Nations were to be unmolested – inasmuch as, when he was told that the Crew of the Adeona, a British Vessel, had taken many Seals on the Islands, and some even on the Volunteer Rocks at the mouth of the Sound on which his Establishment was placed – his reply was, “that he could not take an English Vessel with the same propriety that he could an American.”

Vernet’s favouritism towards the British arose out of his desire to avoid antagonising Britain, since he still hoped for British sovereignty in the islands, but it was an extraordinarily undiplomatic way of proceeding. He later claimed in his “Report” (12.71) that he had never said “he could not take an English Vessel with the same propriety that he could an American”, and added “I have never made such absurd declarations, for I have never been out of my senses.”

However, he had been warned by the British Consul General in Buenos Aires, Woodbine Parish, not to molest British vessels – in April 1830, when Parish first met Mathew Brisbane, he had told him of the protest he had made against the Buenos Aires decree of 10 June 1829, and had instructed him:238

… to communicate the tenor of it to Mr Vernet as a warning against his interfering with any of His Majesty’s Subjects frequenting those Coasts:– Mr Brisbane promised me he would take care that my caution should be attended to…

In addition, in his “Advertisement” of March 1831 (vol. 1, section 11.81) Vernet had listed only British ships as sources of information about his settlement, thus employing them as advertisers and hence allies – to capture them would have been eccentric. As the Americans saw it, his actions spoke for themselves, and his leniency towards the British contrasted sharply with the treatment US citizens received at his hands.

 It is unclear whether Vernet knew as early as 1831 about Britain’s rights under the Nootka Sound Convention of 1790 (vol. 1, section 6.10), since two notes he wrote for himself on the subject are undated, but by the time he wrote his long report in August 1832 (Vernet’s “Report”), he certainly did know about Britain’s rights to fish, to land on the islands and build huts etc., and included a passage about them in his text.239 British citizens enjoyed extensive rights granted by Spain in 1790 that Spain had not granted to the Americans, so there was in fact a legal justification for his differential treatment of British and American vessels. If he did not know about it when he seized the American ships, he certainly found out about it soon afterwards.

In “Davison 2”, Davison also mentioned Vernet’s conduct towards the Belleville men – he arrested and imprisoned five of them for “six” (recte five) weeks, confiscated their cargo, then induced them (by threats of trial for piracy) to sign a contract to go sealing for him for half profits only (12.20). Moreover, the food, gunpowder and salt with which he supplied them was taken from Davison’s Harriet. Davison also said that Vernet induced deserters from American vessels to enter his employ, that he took on five men of the Harriet’s crew (presumably confusing the men of the “five-man boat’s crew” with a different group of men, who disembarked from the Elbe, entered Vernet’s service and then left, probably in the Sir Andrew Hammond), and added that when Vernet departed, he left orders to Henry Metcalf to capture all American sealing vessels. All that has the ring of truth about it, but Davison also claimed that he had seen a contract for an armed ship to be brought out from the United States to enforce Vernet’s authority in the Falklands; this may perhaps be a garbled version of Vernet’s intention to obtain vessels from the US for “fishing” (i.e. sealing);240 in 1831 Vernet had certainly attempted to obtain a warship from Buenos Aires to enforce the fishing regulations (11.78, 11.88), but it would seem unlikely that Davison knew about that.

On 3 December Anchorena replied to Slacum’s protest of 26 November, first repeating the previous correspondence at length almost word for word, then saying again that the matter was being considered by the government, and adding imperiously that:241

… the said Note of the said Señor Consul of the United States cannot be admitted as a formal Protest of his Government against that of this Province, because besides being unseasonable, the Señor Consul does not manifest that he is specially authorized to this Act, and His Excellency242 considers that he is not, being only invested with the Consulship, but much less when it is indubitable that the Government of the United States has no right to the said Islands and Coasts, nor to exercise the Fishery in them, seeing that it is unquestionable in this Republic…

Slacum was the only person in Buenos Aires who could defend US interests, so Anchorena’s refusal to recognise his credentials, though formally correct, was exceedingly unhelpful and amounted to a refusal to negotiate. Like his late predecessor John Murray Forbes during the Jewett affair in 1820-21 (chapter 10), Slacum therefore found himself unable to exert any influence on the Buenos Aires government. If he had left it at that, though, he would have been failing in his duty towards his country.

12.32 The Sutton concession: Rosas’s family interest versus Vernet’s rights

On 5 January 1828 the rebel Lavalle government had granted Louis Vernet’s petition for an extensive concession including East Falkland, Statenland (Isla de los Estados), and fishing rights in most of Patagonia (vol. 1, section 11.36). By 1831, however, General Rosas had been in power for two years, and either “forgot” or ignored Vernet’s rights in Patagonia, perhaps in accord with his own declaration that the Lavalle government had been illegal and all its acts null and void (11.43). At all events, some time in late 1831 Rosas issued a decree (“the Sutton concession”) granting the right of fishery in Patagonia to his own brother-in-law, police chief General Lucio Mansilla, thus peremptorily cancelling the monopoly of those fisheries granted three years earlier to Vernet. Mansilla’s daughter had married an American by the name of Sutton, who with Mansilla had prepared an armed vessel to be captained by Sutton’s father, whom Francis Baylies calls “a seafaring old gentleman of a very questionable character”. Baylies stated that Captain Duncan’s actions in the Falklands had put a stop to this proposed involvement of the ruling family in Patagonia, which had been “suspended” and never made public.243 Vernet heard about the Sutton concession once he was back in Buenos Aires, and tried to preserve at least his rights in Statenland (see his letter of 6 December 1831 to Henry Metcalf, section 12.33).

That was not the only occasion on which Argentina failed to respect all of Vernet’s 1828 concession. Forty years later in 1868, the Argentine government granted Isla de los Estados (Statenland) to Luis Piedra Buena, apparently forgetting that it had granted that island to Vernet, who was then still alive (vol. 3, section 18.27). This later led to problems with Vernet’s heirs. And in 1882 the Argentine Congress declared Vernet’s concession of 1828 to have been null and void from the outset (see vol. 1, section 11.36, and vol. 3, section 18.57).

12.33 President Jackson’s Address; Francis Baylies; the Lexington sails for the Falklands

The arrival of the Breakwater at Stonington around 23 October 1831 after her seizure and dramatic escape elicited a robust response from the United States Government. President Andrew Jackson (1767-1845; President 1829-37) mentioned the affair in his third State of the Union Address – without knowing that yet another seized American ship, the Harriet, had arrived at Buenos Aires six weeks earlier:244

Washington Dec 6th, 1831.

… I should have placed Buenos Ayres in the list of South American powers in respect to which nothing of importance affecting us was to be communicated but for occurrences which have lately taken place at the Falkland Islands, in which the name of that Republic has been used to cover with a show of authority acts injurious to our commerce and to the property and liberty of our fellow-citizens. In the course of the present year one of our vessels, engaged in the pursuit of a trade which we have always enjoyed without molestation, has been captured by a band acting, as they pretend, under the authority of the Government of Buenos Ayres. I have therefore given orders for the dispatch of an armed vessel to join our squadron in those seas and aid in affording all lawful protection to our trade which shall be necessary, and shall without delay send a minister to inquire into the nature of the circumstances and also of the claim, if any, that is set up by that Government to those islands. In the meantime, I submit the case to the consideration of Congress, to the end that they may clothe the Executive with such authority and means as they may deem necessary for providing a force adequate to the complete protection of our fellow-citizens fishing and trading in those seas.

Jackson had ordered the sending of a US warship to strengthen the US South American squadron, and made it clear that if more damage was done to US interests in the Falklands, a larger force might be sent. An armed clash between Buenos Aires and the US began to seem likely. The minister who was to “enquire into the nature of the circumstances” was Francis Baylies (1783-1852); he was appointed on 26 January 1832, but despite Jackson’s statement that he would “without delay send a minister”, it was June before Baylies took up his post (12.65).245

In Buenos Aires, Slacum knew nothing of the firm attitude taken by the US government – it took four to six weeks for communications to get from Washington to Buenos Aires or vice versa, and hence two or three months for a reaction to arrive after the sending of a despatch. So he was on his own, but he was supported by Captain Duncan of the USS Lexington, who now suggested to Slacum that they should present the Buenos Aires government with an ultimatum: Duncan would wait until 9 December for a satisfactory answer, and if none came, he would leave for the Falklands. Slacum duly wrote to Anchorena on 6 December, saying Duncan had:246

… suggested to the Undersigned the propriety… of proposing that he will delay his departure until the morning of the 9th. inst., in order to wait the receipt of any Communications which the Government of this Province may think fit to make, having reference to the immediate suspension of the exercise of the right of capture of the Vessels of the United States, which may be found fishing within the limits claimed to be subject to the jurisdiction or authority of Mr. Vernet. And also, coupling with such suspension the immediate restoration to the legitimate Owners or Agents, of the Schooner Harriet now detained as a Prize to this Government at this Port, as well as of all the property illegally taken out of the said Schooner at the time of her capture or since; or from American Citizens, at the Falkland Islands or elsewhere, by the said Vernet or his Agents; and moreover, the placing them in the position in which they stood previous to the aforesaid captures, and the interference in the business in which they were lawfully engaged…

In other words, Slacum was calling upon the Buenos Aires government to disavow Vernet’s acts and make full restitution of American losses. He stressed that the short notice was due to the urgent necessity of relieving the Americans stranded on Statenland by the seizure of the Superior (who had actually been rescued by the Breakwater, section 12.18), and to prevent further seizures of American ships. He pointed out that Anchorena had said the Buenos Aires government wished for an amicable solution to the problem of the fisheries in the Falklands, “until which can take place the Undersigned concurs in opinion with the said Commander, that the Citizens of The United States should be subject to no further molestation in prosecuting them.” He defended his right to protest on behalf of the United States, saying that:247

… in so doing, he acted under authority from his Government; and that he cannot consent to its rejection or withdrawal, even had no such authority existed, as he has been considered, and treated with, by this Government, as the Representative of that of The United States… and he would not willingly believe that the Government of Buenos Ayres would at this time offer any denial of such right so as to preclude him from defending the interests of American Citizens.

Louis Vernet heard that the Lexington was about to leave for the Falklands – but assumed that Duncan was going to help him in his campaign against American sealers!

The idea that the United States government would send a warship to assist him in stopping American sealers from pursuing their livelihood is ludicrous, and shows how far Vernet was from understanding the issues at stake. On 6 December he wrote two letters to go by the Lexington to the Falklands, one to Mathew Brisbane, the other to Henry Metcalf, which reveal his misconception. In general the letter to Brisbane is less detailed than that to Metcalf (below), but it includes two points not mentioned in the other letter:248

… This goes pr [per = “via”] Antonio the German – allmost all those that have come from the Falklands in the different vessells wish to return, and many new people and fine women wish to go also. I shall try to get away in the course of one month, and hope to be in several respects [fol. 102 verso] the bearer of good news. …

“Antonio the German” was the man listed as “Antonio Wegener” in the “Harriet Rol” (12.28), who evidently returned to the Falklands aboard the Lexington. He was in all probability called Anton Vaihinger, and his fate is described in section 13.54.

Vernet seems to have had not the slightest inkling that his actions in the Falklands would anger the Americans – he may have been a good businessman, but he had no idea of politics. Not even the “new people and fine women” wished to go to the Falklands once they realised the disaster Vernet had brought upon his establishment. Joseph Addyman, who had left in disgust, waited until Britain had become established in the islands again before returning (14.104).

Apart from the mention of “Antonio the German” and the “fine women”, Vernet’s letter to Henry Metcalf is similar to that to Brisbane; it reads as follows:249

No 9                                 Buenos Ayres 6th Decr 1831.

Mr Henry Metcalf.     

Dear Sir

I arrived here safely with my family on the 20th November. This goes pr American Sloop of war Lexington Captain Duncan, who it is said goes to relieve the boats crew of the Schr Superior, and to apprise american fishing vessels of the danger they run if they persist in the same.

The american Counsul [sic] will probably defend the cause of the seized vessels as well as he can, & probably hopes to derive advantage from its the prohibition not having been made known officially in North america,250 but as far as I can see, my oppinion is, that they will be condemned, tho’ it may take one or two months yet – The Lexington returns here, and I expect you will write me by Captain Davison, who goes as pilot, or by somebody else, and let me know all what may have happened in my absence.

The Elbe arrived in Rio on the 4th Novr according to advices obtained here by the Brittish [sic] Packet, which arrived here yesterday, but I have no letters yet, she must have left them in Montevideo with Mr Black, who has not yet had opportunity of forwarding them to me, I am very sorry for this, as it would be highly interesting to be able to comunicate something about the sale of fish.251

Capt Low sailed on the 26th October in a vessell under the Monto flag to seal, probably to where the Superior went.252

Capt Sutton253 went sealing under the Bs As Flag with permission to go any where but to the Falkland Islands. I believe Statenland was by mistake not excluded, if he should [fol. 103 verso] therefore touch at Port Louis let him know, that he can not seal Statenland either, the same being private property.

I have had the satisfaction of seing [sic] that Govt is determined to protect my private rights, and the general rights of the colony. And expect therefore soon to get the national Fishery well agoing.

Captain Davison has since the contracts were made with him and Congar behaved himself like a Gentleman, and I should be sorry to see him return to his country without doing something good for himself – first, therefore, in the various enterprises that will offer themselves in the fisheries, he shall have a chance if he wishes.254

I enclose the Brittish Packet and a Spanish Newspaper, in which there is some mention made of what occured in the Falklands., tho’ It is somewhat erroneous in some parts as you will see.

As this is going with a man of war, I fear there will be no chance of sending some supplies, but if it is possible, then I shall do it.

The Schr expected from america, was to touch here, has not arrived, and therefore comes too late, but I doubt not but we shall manage to do as well without it.

I have just red notice of this opportunity and have therefore no time to enlarge. 

 My friendly remembrance to all, and I remain in great haste. – / Yours with esteem / 
  Lewis Vernet

It is hardly likely that the letter to Metcalf was delivered, and Brisbane probably did not get his letter from Vernet either, since he was taken prisoner before “Antonio” had a chance to give it to him. As well as totally misunderstanding the purpose of the Lexington’s voyage, Vernet misinterpreted Davison’s attitude – Davison had been putting on a civil face as long as he had no alternative, but he was inwardly seething with anger and was keen to take his revenge.255

In those letters to Brisbane and Metcalf, Vernet said Captain Sutton had left on a sealing voyage under the Buenos Aires flag and with permission from Rosas (i.e. under the “Sutton concession” recently decreed by Rosas, which had not been made public; see 12.32), which infringed Vernet’s own fishing concession. In his letter, Vernet instructed Brisbane and Metcalf to warn Sutton, if he were to appear at Port Louis, not to go sealing in Statenland, as it was “private property”, but he did not tell them to warn Sutton against sealing on the Patagonian coast, which Vernet’s own concession reserved south of the Río Negro. Perhaps Vernet felt he had no chance of success against someone with connections in high places, but he may also have accepted that his own monopoly of over 1,000 miles of coastline was excessive. Francis Baylies thought the Sutton concession was the probable reason for the Argentine Government’s firm stand in support of Vernet – the ruling family wanted ultimately to benefit from Vernet’s concession themselves.256 Whether Sutton actually went on his sealing voyage is unrecorded; the Sutton concession was “suspended” and he may never have set sail.

On 7 December Master Commandant Silas Duncan, aboard the Lexington, sent a despatch to US Navy Secretary Levi Woodbury reporting the situation he had found on arriving at Buenos Aires, and announcing his intentions:257


U.S.S. Lexington / Off Buenos Ayres / River Plate / Dec 7th 1831

Sir

 In compliance with your instructions, I left Rio de Janeiro on the 3rd ultimo and arrived at Monte Video on the 17th I arrived at this place on the 29th ulto and was informed that several American vessels had been captured at Falkland Islands by one Lewis Vernet styling himself Governor and proprietor and assuming to be acting under the Authority of the government of Buenos Ayres.–

Herewith I enclose copies of letters and documents relating to the affair marked and numbered as follows.– 

No. 1 – Protest of Gilbert R. Davison, Master of the Schooner Harriet captured at the Falkland Islands. –with a supplement.–

No. 2 – An agreement between Lewis Vernet Governor of the Falkland Islands and Stephen Congar and Gilbert R. Davison Master of the captured schooners Harriet and Superior.–

No. 3 – Copies of a correspondence between Mr. Slacum U.S. Consul and the Minister for foreign Affairs at Buenos Ayres.– 

No. 4 – Correspondence between Geo W Slacum U.S. Consul at Buenos Ayres and S. Duncan Commander of the U.S.S. Lexington.

It will be seen that these vessels have been illegally captured and that some of them have been plundered by this Lewis Vernet und his associates without any authority whatever.–

The American Schooner Harriet, Gilbert R. Davison Master, captured at the Falklands Islands is now lying here between two Armed Schooners.–

In consequence of these captures, Seven American Seamen have been left on the Island of Staten land without the means of subsistance for any length of time.–

I shall proceed to the Falkland Islands and Staten land for the protection of the commerce and citizens of the U. States as soon as I can get on board a supply of stores (having left Rio de Janeiro with only three months provisions on board) which has been rendered extremely difficult from the boisterous state of the Weather, and the great difficulty of landing.–

I have now on board the Lexington, as a Pilot, the Master of the prize Schooner Harriet who can identify the individuals by whom he has been plundered, and I shall not only disarm these miscreants but remove them from the Island, as the only effectual mode of preventing a recurrence of such outrages. Ten American Seamen with the Master of the Schooner Breakwater taken from these vessels were sent to Rio de Janeiro in an English brig bound to that place.258

This Lewis Vernet having himself left these Islands with his family and personal effects has left directions with an individual acting under his orders by the name of Medcalf, to Capture any Fishing Vessels found about the Islands, although it will be seen by the enclosed depositions that he did not consider himself Authorized to molest English vessels he could not he said Capture English vessels with the same propriety that he could Americans.–

As a proof of his being aware of the illegality of his own acts whilst at the Islands, a vessel arrived there which had somewhat the appearance of a national Ship – he immediately, as if apprehensive of an attack, commenced preparing for a defence by getting his guns and men paraded on the beach. This man evidently felt sensible of having done wrong, [f]or259 certainly he had no reason to apprehend danger from the approach of a vessel of War.–

It will be seen by the 6th article of an instrument in writing herewith enclosed, between this Lewis Vernet and Stephen Conger and Gilbert R. Davison Master of the Captured Schooner, that it is declared that “no law shall prevent the forfeiture” on the part of said Masters, he Lewis Vernet thereby declaring and avowing his determination to enforce the penalty in defiance of any law.–

Lewis Vernet calls this instrument an agreement, which it is plain was not the voluntary act of the individuals concerned – they had been his prisoners about a month260 and were reduced to the necessity of complying with his terms, after having been plundered of all their property which was sold before their eyes, upon the Island, at enormous price, – they not only plundered the Harriet of her stores, but took down her bulk heads, and left nothing on board except a few pounds of beef.– 

It appears that four American vessels have been taken possession of by this Buccanneer Lewis Vernet to wit, the schooner Breakwater, the schooner Superior, the schooner Belville, and the schooner Harriet261 the latter vessel is now lying here having been sent to this place for adjudication of the said Lewis Vernet, after having been plundered of everything, as above stated.

A Proposition has been made to the government, at this place by Geo W. Slacum U.S. Consul and myself: that the captured property shall be returned to the Owners with full indemnity and an order given to the individuals acting under their authority at the Falkland Islands to desist, from any further molestation of our Fishermen until the point in dispute can be determined between the governments of the U. States and Buenos Ayres. The U.S.S. Lexington under my command is to remain here until the 9th inst for their reply.–

The Authorities here encourage desertion from National ships, Three of my Crew deserted at this place, one of whom I apprehended and left at the Guard house where they agreed to keep him for the night but refused to deliver him up in the morning, when I addressed a letter to the Minister of War and Marine, who returned an evasive answer, see document No. 4. It is notorious262 that desertions are encouraged by the Authorities of this place.–

I have the Honor / to with [sic] Gt respect / Your Ob Servant / S. Duncan

Hon: Levi Woodbury              Commdg U.S.S. Lexington

Secretary of the Navy / Washington

Duncan’s intention was clearly spelt out: “I shall not only disarm these miscreants but remove them from the Island, as the only effectual mode of preventing a recurrence of such outrages”. That is what he proceeded to do. That should be kept in mind in view of assertions that it was Britain that removed the population (vol. 3, chapter 24; vol. 4, chapters 31, 32).

The same day Duncan addressed a firm demand to Anchorena to arrest Vernet:263

Sir /    U.S.S. Lexington / Off Buenos Ayres River Plate / Dec 7th 1831

I have it in Proof upon Oath, that Lewis Vernet now a resident at this place did plunder the American Schooner Harriet of almost every article on board said Schooner, while lying at the Falkland Islands~~

The Object of this note is to request that the said Lewis Vernet having been guilty of piracy and Robbery be delivered up to the U– States to be tried, or that he be arrested and punished by the laws of Buenos Ayres~~

I have the honor to be / with great Respect / Yr Obt Servant / (Signed S. Duncan 

Commdg U.S.S. Lexington  

His Excellency / Thomas Manuel Anchorena / Minister for Foreign Affairs

Anchorena clearly received that letter from Duncan since the original is in the Argentine archives, but he did not reply, perhaps because he was not in his office on that date and events overtook him.

Instead, on Friday 9 December Anchorena wrote two letters to George Slacum, which Slacum received at 5 p.m. that day.264 In the first, Anchorena asked Slacum to use his influence to prevent Captain Davison from leaving without appointing a lawyer to act for him, while in the second he complained about Slacum’s interference in the working of the courts “in the progress of a private contentious affair” and about the shortness of the notice of Captain Duncan’s intended departure, especially since Thursday 8 December had been a religious holiday on which all public offices were closed. He informed Slacum in firm tones that:

… if the Señor Commandant of the Lexington, or any other person belonging to the said Government shall commit any act, or use any measure which may tend to a denial of the right which the Republic has to the Malvinas and other islands and coasts adjacent to Cape Horn, and to impede the seal fishery which it may wish to exercise in them, and especially in the first, the Government of this Province will address a formal complaint to that of the United States…

 He also took issue with Slacum’s contention that he had been treated as the official US representative, concluding that “he ought to understand that he could not be considered otherwise than a particular Consul of the United States in this city.”265

But Anchorena was too late – Davison had already gone aboard the Lexington in the Lexington’s own launch, together with John Trumbull, aged 25, a nephew of the ship’s owners and a member of the Harriet’s original crew in 1830,266 and at 12 noon on 9 December the Lexington weighed anchor and got under way for the Falkland Islands.267

In going to the Falklands Duncan acted without specific orders from Washington, but his actions were not the result of a personal whim – his orders from Master Commandant Cooper on 1 November (12.26) had enjoined him to use “the utmost vigilance, energy, and activity… in protecting the rights & commerce of the United States”, and in his State of the Union Address President Jackson had announced the sending of an armed squadron to defend US interests in the Falklands, even before the full extent of Vernet’s seizures was known in Washington. So although Duncan had received no explicit authorisation, he was acting fully in accord with the intentions of the US administration.

On 15 December Slacum replied to Anchorena’s two letters of 9 December, pointing out that it was well known that the Lexington was to sail that day, and that the notice of that intention had been received by the Buenos Aires government on 7 December, allowing time for an answer. He took issue with Anchorena’s assertion that the dispute was a “private contentious affair”, and said that the seizure of American ships and property at the Falkland Islands:268

… raises a question to be settled – not by the local tribunals of this Country; not by a private litigation between Mr Vernet and Captain Davison, or any other private parties – but by the Government of this Province and that of the United States.

In that he was right of course – Vernet had caused an international dispute, which could only be settled at international level.

Slacum also consulted the new British Minister (i.e. ambassador) to Buenos Aires, Henry Fox,269 and Consul-General Woodbine Parish, who told him of Britain’s protest of 19 November 1829 against the Buenos Aires decree of 10 June 1829 appointing Vernet as Political and Military Commandant in the Falklands (11.48); Fox told Slacum the British protest had been made “to keep alive a right, to be taken up when it might be deemed convenient.”270

There was then a pause in correspondence as both sides waited for news. On Saturday 27 December 1831 the USS Lexington arrived at the Falkland Islands.

12.34 HMS Beagle sets sail

On the same day, 27 December 1831, a ship set sail from Plymouth which was to make two visits to the Falklands at a vital stage in their history. She was HMS Beagle,271 commanded on this, her second surveying voyage, by Captain Robert FitzRoy (1805-1865), who had commanded her for part of her first voyage but was still aged only 26; his account of the voyage added much to the world’s knowledge.272

The expedition’s naturalist was Charles Darwin (1809-1882), now aged 22, who had just left Christ’s College, Cambridge, after taking his Divinity tripos; FitzRoy had personally invited him to accompany the expedition to provide it with a firm scientific basis. And that he certainly did – the book Darwin published over twenty years later, The Origin of Species,273 was one of the seminal works of world scientific literature and profoundly changed the history of science – to say nothing of religion. Darwin also kept an entertaining diary of the voyage,274 which supplements FitzRoy’s more pedestrian account.

Two of the Beagle’s lieutenants on her epoch-making second voyage played a significant role in the Falklands: John Clements Wickham (1798-1864) and Bartholomew James Sulivan (1810-1890). Wickham made a survey of the Falklands in 1833-4 in FitzRoy’s schooner Adventure (formerly William Low’s Unicorn), and also painted the first views of some parts of the islands (14.9, 14.22 and figs. 14.22a-e); Mount Wickham and the Wickham Heights in East Falkland are named after him. Sulivan had been aboard the Beagle on her first voyage in 1828, but left to take his lieutenant’s examination; at FitzRoy’s request he joined the ship again for her next voyage, during which he struck up a lifelong friendship with Charles Darwin. After his two visits to the Falklands in the Beagle in 1833 and 1834, Sulivan returned and lived in the islands in 1838-9, 1842-4 and 1848-51; two of his children were born in the islands, and he is commemorated by the names of Mount Sulivan and Lake Sulivan, and his later ship by Mount Philomel and Philomel Street in Stanley.275 He built the original Sulivan House in Stanley, now the residence of the Falklands Chief Executive.276

FitzRoy carried orders signed on 11 November 1831 by Sir Thomas Hardy and G. Barrington of the Admiralty, placing him under the authority of Rear Admiral Sir Thomas Baker, commander-in-chief on the Royal Navy’s South American station,277 and instructing him to survey both the Atlantic and Pacific coasts of South America. One of his tasks was to improve the state of knowledge of the Falklands:278

… it is necessary to advert to our present ignorance of the Falkland Islands, however often they have been visited. The time that would be occupied by a rigorous survey of this group of islands would be very disproportionate to its value; but as they are the frequent resort of whalers, and as it is of immense consequence to a vessel that has lost her masts, anchors, or a large part of her crew, to have a precise knowledge of the port to which she is obliged to fly, it would well deserve some sacrifice of time to have the most advantageous harbours and their approaches well laid down, and connected by a general sketch or running survey. Clear directions for recognizing and entering these ports should accompany these plans; and as most contradictory statements have been made of the refreshments to be obtained at the east and west great islands, an authentic report on that subject by the Commander will be of real utility.

When the Beagle returned to Falmouth almost five years later on 2 October 1836, she brought “a foundation for the entire structure of modern biology”279 in the notes, specimens and discoveries of Charles Darwin, on which he based his Origin of Species. The years in the Beagle were Darwin’s only voyage; after his return he never left Britain again, but spent the rest of his life analysing the materials he had brought back, including some from the Falklands.280

However, the Beagle did not reach the Falklands until over a year after she sailed, and in that time momentous things were to happen there.

The Second Falklands Crisis, Part II, continued: the Lexington raid

12.35 The USS Lexington in the Falklands

On the day the Beagle set sail from Plymouth, Master Commandant Silas Duncan arrived at the Falklands in the USS Lexington under orders to use “the utmost vigilance, energy, and activity” to protect US trade. His actions in the Falklands (“the Lexington raid”) formed Part II of the Second Falklands Crisis. Like Vernet’s seizures of American ships, the raid produced a spate of accounts by the participants on both sides: it is recorded in the Lexington’s log, in Captain Duncan’s two reports, and in eleven sworn affidavits made later in Buenos Aires by those at the receiving end of Duncan’s actions.281 The documentation is much too extensive to be quoted in full here, though some is quoted in this chapter and more in the Appendix. The resulting dispute between Argentina and the United States went on for 17 years; Argentina then dropped it, but unsuccessfully attempted to reopen it 40 years later in the mid-1880s.

A full copy of the log of the Lexington (henceforth “Lexington log”) is in the US National Archives (USNA) in Washington DC.282 It is referred to in USNA documentation as the “deck log” (i.e. the original log, called in the Royal Navy the “ship’s log”, kept up to date as events occurred and signed every few lines by successive officers of the watch), but it is clearly not that original log but a derivative copy, which in the Royal Navy would have been called the “captain’s log”, a term not used in the US Navy. It is written throughout in the same handwriting, an extraordinarily ornate copperplate hand with many curlicues and flourishes, probably that of the captain’s secretary, perhaps copying from the “deck log” (and no doubt partly altering it, as usual in such cases). He writes the names of the various officers of the watch, in his own remarkable handwriting, every few lines, over or next to pencilled initials, all likewise in his own hand, indicating who they were. One can only guess at the reason for that odd practice; perhaps the copyist took his copy of each passage to the appropriate officer for acceptance, after which he filled in their names. The original “deck log” was no doubt somewhat different from the surviving copy; it no longer exists, though parts of its text may survive in brief extracts copied by Mathew Brisbane, in what I call “Brisbane’s Lexington log”, written when he was being held prisoner aboard the Lexington and gained (or was granted) access to the ship’s log.283 The whole of Brisbane’s text is below in section 12.55, with some remarks on a few differences between his extracts and the Lexington log held at USNA. I mostly call the latter the “Lexington log”, but in distinguishing it from Brisbane’s version I call it the “USNA copy”.

The USNA copy of the Lexington log records the weather, sailing details, the movements of crew between ship and shore, etc., but mentions no events on land except those of direct shipboard relevance. This was normal in ships’ logs at the time;284 there is no truth in Goebel’s suggestion that Duncan omitted events on land from the log because he was “a little ashamed of what he had done, or perhaps feared the effect his actions would have upon his government.”285 Goebel’s suggestion is quoted by Hope286 and by Fitte, who also states (wrongly) that ships’ logs were obliged to describe all occurrences.287 They were in fact only obliged to record events that affected the working of the ship.288

The Lexington log records that the Lexington arrived off the Falklands in the small hours of Tuesday 27 December 1831; it uses the nautical day throughout, in which the date changed at noon, but all dates are here converted to the civil day where necessary (see “Note on Log-Keeping” in the Glossary). At 6.30 a.m. a “small sail” was sighted: it was none other than the shallop Eagle, the small schooner built by the Belleville men on Eagle Island, which had arrived at Port Louis three days earlier to fulfil Article 5 of Vernet’s contract signed with her crew on 20 September.289 Her crew were almost all Americans, and they must have realised at once that things had changed decisively in their favour – Vernet had gone!

Captain Duncan later gave them supplies and American papers to go sealing for their own profit – a much better arrangement than Vernet had offered them. Soon after 9.30 a.m. Duncan sent two officers and twelve men aboard the shallop, and for a day or two used her as if she had been one of his own boats. At 12.15 p.m. the Lexington anchored halfway up Berkeley Sound, flying the French flag and a flag requesting a pilot;290 the Eagle was then moored by a hawser astern of the Lexington. For the next three days, Wednesday 28 to Friday 30 December, the weather was squally with hail, so the two vessels remained where they were.

The visit by the Lexington is recorded in entry 107 in PLSR.291 It gives the date of arrival as 26 December, which is a day too early, so it was perhaps written up later after the correct date had got forgotten. But it gives the purpose of the visit as “To Protect the American Fisheries”, which is precisely accurate.

On Saturday 31 December the weather moderated, and at 6 a.m. the Lexington, not flying any flag, weighed anchor and got under way for Port Louis, presumably towing the Eagle. At 10.15 the Eagle was sent ashore with two officers and 15 men, and at 11.30 the Lexington anchored off Port Louis and hoisted the United States flag. During the approach, the Lexington log calls the settlement “Port St Louis”, but after the ship’s arrival the spelling changes from “Louis” to “Louie” – the ship’s crew seemingly pronounced the final “-s” until they heard how the inhabitants pronounced it, which was evidently the same as most people in the Falklands today, “Port Loo-ee” (though a few older Falkland Islanders say “Port Lewis”, which in a Falklands accent sounds like “Port Loo-us”).

Duncan had gone to the Falklands to protect American commerce and put a stop to acts of aggression against American ships by Vernet’s establishment. To that end, he sent a party of men ashore to seek out the men responsible for the seizure of the Harriet in August and bring them aboard, to remove them from the islands and perhaps put them on trial for piracy. What happened ashore is recorded in the eleven affidavits made in Buenos Aires in February and April 1832 by ten of the inhabitants of Port Louis (one joint statement and ten individual ones, full texts in Appendix A.26), from which most of the following account is taken, together with the bare list of people taken aboard, with dates, recorded in the Lexington log.

The first two people taken aboard the Lexington were the leaders of the settlement, Henry Metcalf (officially in charge in Louis Vernet’s absence) and Mathew Brisbane. In his affidavit made at Buenos Aires on 9 February 1832, Metcalf described how he and Brisbane were induced to go aboard the Lexington by a ruse involving an “invitation” – Metcalf said the Lexington “sent a small boat belonging to the establishment which it had taken, with sailors and an officer of the sloop, with an invitation, which was given to the deponent and to Mr. Matthew Brisbane in charge of fisheries, to go aboard, and that when they had done so, put Brisbane in irons, permitting the deponent to go ashore after two hours”. The “small boat” which the Lexington had taken was clearly the Eagle. The Lexington log merely records that at 12 noon “Mr Brisbane and Mr Metcalf were brought on board.” The captain of the Harriet, Gilbert Davison, was aboard the Lexington, and the meeting with Davison must have been uncomfortable for Brisbane – Davison immediately recognised him as the ringleader of the armed party that had seized his ship, whereupon Captain Duncan subjected Brisbane to a torrent of abuse, “calling him a pirate and thief, saying that he deserved to be hanged, ordering him to the messroom of those of the lowest rank on the vessel.”292

Duncan decided to see for himself, and at 11.45 ordered two of the ship’s boats, the gig and the fourth cutter, to prepare to go ashore, their crews armed. He then waited for the Eagle to return before setting off. Since Brisbane and Metcalf were brought to the Lexington in the Eagle at 12 noon, and Duncan’s torrent of abuse at Brisbane was apparently delivered when Brisbane arrived, it seems the Lexington’s gig and fourth cutter set off for the shore soon after 12 noon. Davison too evidently went ashore in one of those two boats, since Metcalf says that “as soon as he [Duncan] had landed he told Captain Davison to take everything that he believed to be his”. In his affidavit, William Dickson says a boat “with sailors and an officer” was sent to call him; he at first refused to go, and then:

… they forcibly carried him aboard, and the commander having asked him by what authority he took American vessels, the deponent replied that he was only attending to his business. Captain Davison said: some things belonging to me are stored at the house of this store-keeper, and then the captain told him [i.e. Dickson] to go ashore and stop interfering with American vessels.

That may mean that Dickson was carried aboard the boat, not the Lexington, and was put ashore from the boat without being taken aboard the ship, but the details are too sparse to be certain.

As soon as the inhabitants saw what was going on, those who had horses, plus a few others, fled from the settlement into the hills. They included the gauchos José Báez, Manuel Ruiz, Mariano López and Mateo González, though they evidently returned before the Lexington left, since Duncan gave them certificates absolving them of complicity in the seizures of US ships.

The crews of the gig and fourth cutter then searched for others guilty of seizing the Harriet, and at 1 p.m. on 31 December 1831, only an hour or so after they had set off, the two boats returned to the Lexington bringing 20 men and a woman from the settlement. Brisbane’s Lexington log adds that the woman had a small child; one suspects that she was the black slave Francisca, who had a small child. Davison evidently returned to the Lexington, inspected the 20 men and identified those who had seized the Harriet in Salvador Water on 28 July. He made a mistake about one of them, since Joaquín Acuña (a Brazilian, who had not been in the seizure party) was held for a few hours and then released, but the remaining seven were put in irons and held as prisoners. Duncan treated Mathew Brisbane as the ringleader of a band of pirates; he was kept in irons for a while, but was then given the liberty of the deck. The other six were kept in irons for three weeks until the ship sailed; they were Jacinto Correa (a Portuguese), “Manuel Antonio González” (a Charrúa Indian, later involved in the murders at Port Louis on 26 August 1833), Juan Brasido (also spelt Braceido, Placido; involved in the murders of 1833 but himself later murdered by the other conspirators), Domingo Valleja (also spelt Balleja, Ballejos, Pacheco), Dionisio Eredia and Silvestre Núñez.

Metcalf and the others who had not been involved in the seizure of the Harriet were soon allowed ashore again – the Lexington log records that soon after 3 p.m. “a portion of the men of the Island including the woman” were sent ashore, and Metcalf himself says he was released after two hours, which would agree with a time soon after 3 p.m. In his Lexington log, however, Brisbane places Metcalf’s return ashore at the same time as the readying of the launch:

at 8″30 got out the lanch and landed several of the Inhabatence [sic] also Mr Metcalf again with a Lutenent and party of Marines and sailors armd…

The Lexington’s deck log (from which Brisbane was apparently copying) may have said that, or Brisbane himself may have condensed the text, wrongly including Metcalf among those landed later in the day; Brisbane was detained below decks at the time and presumably did not see Metcalf leave the ship soon after 3 in the afternoon. The time of Metcalf’s landing therefore remains unclear, but all except the seven prisoners were certainly back at the settlement by the evening of 31 December 1831. But of course the seven prisoners had only been following orders; the man they were really looking for – Louis Vernet himself – had gone. He was the one who had given the orders to capture US vessels; he was the one who could be charged with piracy. In the end the US Supreme Court ruled that he had indeed committed piracy, for which in US law the penalty was death, so he was lucky not to get caught.

According to Brisbane, Captain Duncan insulted the other prisoners too: “he heaped the grossest insults on the others, especially six persons said to be citizens of this Republic, and put handcuffs on them and kept them on for some time, day and night while they remained in the port.” Since the other prisoners spoke little English, they judged Duncan’s meaning by his tone of voice – Jacinto Correa stated that “when they arrived on board he said a number of apparently insulting things to them, which the deponent could not explain, as he did not understand the language.” 

At 4.30 p.m., twelve US Marines were sent on shore “for the protection of private property” – Henry Metcalf stated later that Duncan “had sentinels posted in several houses for the purpose, as he stated, to prevent looting”. The sentries were no doubt to prevent the inhabitants from taking advantage of the disruption to “acquire” property not belonging to them, and also to protect Captain Davison’s property seized from the Harriet.

The boats’ crews returned to the Lexington and remained aboard overnight (New Year’s Night 1831-2), but the 12 marines stayed ashore all night to keep order, and returned to the ship at midday on Sunday 1 January 1832. William Dickson stated in his affidavit that both Duncan and Davison went ashore again on 1 January and that Duncan told Davison to take what he thought was his, i.e. what Vernet had seized from the Harriet. Dickson stated that Davison took “a few bags of ammunition, a few boat keels, some other loose parts of boats, seventy-five pounds of lead sheets, several boat oars, some powder, and two kedge-anchors”, as well as “various arms” and “a number of muskets” from both Dickson’s house in the middle of the settlement293 and Vernet’s former house. On 5 January 1832 Davison placed all this aboard the schooner Dash of Boston, which had arrived on 17 December 1831, apparently chartered in Buenos Aires.294 He did not dream of waiting for the decision of a Buenos Aires prize court – he cannot have expected it to return his property to him. In that, of course, he was right: six weeks later the Buenos Aires prize court did declare the Harriet lawful prize (12.46).

The Dash may have been intended by Vernet as a replacement for the Betsey, since her captain was Oliver Keating, who had captained the Betsey on charter to Vernet in 1829 and 1830. Keating agreed to take Davison’s property back to the United States, and Metcalf stated that Duncan also permitted Davison to take “all the sealskins which were sequestrated subject to the order of the prize court”. Those were the 989 skins Captain Stephen Congar of the Superior had “deposited” with Vernet; Davison no doubt also took the 132 skins Vernet had removed from the Harriet (which he mentioned in “Davison 1”), but which were Davison’s property and thus different in status from the others; he does not mention taking them in his affidavit. On his voyage back to the United States he transferred from the Dash to the sealer Courier (12.51), taking with him almost 1200 sealskins (790 fur seal and 401 pup skins), which he took back to Stonington, where a dispute arose about the ownership of the skins and his compensation claim for “salvaging” them – he claimed he had rescued the Superior’s skins for her owner Silas Burrows and was therefore owed compensation, but lost his claim first before a district court and then again before a higher court in 1835.

Beginning on Monday 2 January 1832, the Lexington’s carpenters were sent ashore to work on the shallop Eagle; according to later statements by Antonio Rivero, Santiago López and Faustino Martínez, much of the wood was given to what they call the “chalupa americana” by Henry Metcalf, including a large number of roofing planks from a house.295 The carpenters were guarded by a corporal and six US Marines; there can have been no realistic fear of reprisals or any acts against his men, so Duncan perhaps merely intended to make an impresssive show of force. As might be expected from a boat built out of wreckage by a small crew on a deserted island, the shallop needed a lot of work – the carpenters were busy every day for the following week, with the possible exception of 8 January when they are not mentioned in the Lexington’s log. The marines went ashore on each of the first five days, 31 December to 4 January inclusive, but apparently not thereafter – the point had been made.

On 2 January Gilbert Davison made the third of his six affidavits on the seizure of the Harriet (“Davison 3”, text in Appendix A.23). He swore before Captain Silas Duncan that:

… Matthew Brisbane is an active associate to Luis Vernet, and that his schooner was captured and plundered by, and under the direction of, both these men assisted by a number of desperate and ruffianlike characters in their employ on the Island: that this Brisbane did personally assist in plundering the Harriet’s stores, at the same time declaring it to be his intention, upon arrival of a schooner that he expected very shortly, to capture all American vessels, including Whaling ships, found fishing or taking whale in the vicinity of any of these Islands and Coasts…

Davison’s mention of a “schooner… to capture all American vessels” may perhaps be a garbled version of Vernet’s intention to obtain vessels from the US for “fishing” (i.e. sealing); it is hardly likely that Davison knew about Vernet’s failed attempt to obtain a warship from Buenos Aires in 1831 to enforce the fishing regulations (vol. 1, sections 11.78, 11.88).

Davison also said seven men of the Superior had been left on Statenland without means of relief, and that the Harriet had been taken to Buenos Aires instead of relieving them. It was of course still unknown in the South Atlantic that they had been rescued by the Breakwater in September 1831 (section 12.18). “Davison 3” was signed by Henry Metcalf and John Trumbull as witnesses; Trumbull was a nephew of one of the Harriet’s owners, had been in her crew in 1830 and had served as tutor to Vernet’s children, as Vernet later remarked bitterly in reference to what Trumbull did aboard the Lexington. It might seem odd for Metcalf to sign such a damning statement about his colleague Brisbane, but he was merely confirming that it had been made in that form on that date.

The following day, 3 January 1832, Davison made his fourth affidavit (“Davison 4”, text in Appendix A.23), again before Duncan, Metcalf and Trumbull, in which he accused Vernet of imprisoning an American seaman called Crawford without food to compel him to assist in capturing American vessels, and that he (Davison) had personally supplied Crawford with food and thus saved his life; precise details of this episode are lacking, but it was presumably back in August 1831 after the seizure of the Harriet.296 It is unclear whether Crawford had indeed been involved in some way in the seizure of the Harriet and then refused to cooperate for the other two ships, or whether he refused from the very beginning to take part in the seizure of the Harriet. Vernet suspected him of trying to warn the Superior of danger at Port Louis on the night she arrived, but was unable to substantiate his suspicions (12.9).

The Lexington log then records that “Captain Gilbert R. Davison of the schooner Harriet left the ship” shortly before noon on 3 January. He transferred to the schooner Dash, but he had still not sworn enough affidavits, so on 4 January 1832 he went back aboard the Lexington and swore his fifth affidavit (“Davison 5”, in Appendix A.23), again before Duncan but this time witnessed by two of the Lexington’s officers, Second Lieutenant William Newman and Joseph Stallings (in April 1832 Newman also witnessed a statement by Mathew Brisbane). Davison asserted that he had frequently heard both Vernet and Brisbane say that it was their intention to capture all American vessels, both sealers and whalers, for which they had contracted for a schooner with six guns. Whether he heard Vernet and Brisbane say that in so many words is impossible to prove; back in 1831 Vernet had certainly requested a warship from Buenos Aires to prevent killing of seals by outsiders. He also said he had frequently heard Brisbane say that Vernet had left orders to Henry Metcalf to capture all American vessels found fishing in those seas, and Vernet and his associates had compelled crewmen from captured vessels to enter his employ.

In mid-afternoon on 5 January the American brig Chalcedony arrived bound from Boston to the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii); she stayed for five days before leaving (PLSR entry 108). On 9 January two crewmen of the Lexington, Francis Rufe and Henry Lee, were discharged and sent aboard the Dash, since Captain Keating was short-handed. It might seem odd for the captain of a United States naval vessel to release seamen from the US Navy so that they could join the crew of a commercial vessel, but Duncan’s intention was to protect American commerce, and if the Dash was short-handed she would not have been able to proceed safely on her voyage.

That day, 5 January 1832 (according to the court case “Davison v. Seal-Skins”; see section 12.51), Davison took aboard the Dash the property that Vernet had seized from the Harriet and which he had now retrieved from Dickson’s house, plus the sealskins belonging to the Superior. Henry Metcalf says in his affidavit that Captain Duncan was still concerned about the fate of the seven men of the Superior left on Statenland, so he “ordered a search made for these persons by the schooner Dash… which he chartered for the purpose, and which was to stop first at two or three points on the Malvinas Islands.” The Dash duly set off for Statenland, after first rescuing some men from the western Falklands and bringing them to Port Louis (12.51).

On 9 January twelve men of the Lexington’s crew were allowed “on liberty”, i.e. they were free to go ashore without duties, but had to be back aboard at a specified time. They duly returned aboard, with the carpenters, soon after 8 p.m. that evening.

The Dash and Chalcedony began getting under way early on 10 January, though the Dash did not actually leave for several more days. In the afternoon of 11 January the British brig Vulture arrived, bound from Gibraltar to Valparaíso, having sprung a leak and needing assistance.297 Duncan’s carpenters had now finished getting the shallop shipshape, so he lent them to the Vulture and they spent much of 12 January working on her.

On 12 January Davison went aboard the Lexington yet again and swore his sixth and last affidavit (“Davison 6” in Appendix A.23), giving further details of the seizure of the Harriet back in July 1831. He listed the seven men involved, who were (in Davison’s spelling): Matthew Brisbane, Sylvester Nunes, Jacinto Correa, Juan Braceido [i.e. Brasido, also spelt Placido], Domingo Pacheco [i.e. Valleja, also spelt Bayjeco, Balleja, Ballejos], Manuel Gonzales and Dionisia Heredia [Eredia], and also briefly decribed the part each man had played. He described Brisbane as “the principal and most conspicuous character in the capture and subsequent plunder of the American schooner Harriet”; according to Davison the second most guilty individual was Núñez, who had fired at Davison’s boat, prevented the Harriet’s mate at gunpoint from coming out of the cabin, and forced the captain of the Superior (Stephen Congar) at gunpoint into the Harriet’s hold. Davison singled out Núñez and Eredia as guilty of plundering the Harriet with Brisbane; the others had acted as prize crew to take the Harriet round from Salvador Water to Port Louis, and Correa had also prepared a gun aboard the Harriet to fire at the American schooner Elizabeth Jane. The Dash, with Davison and his property (and purported property) aboard, then left on 14 January (PLSR entry 104), to fulfil Duncan’s orders to first collect a sealing crew and some sealskins from the western Falklands, and then to rescue the seven crewmen of the Superior from Statenland.

The purpose of Duncan’s visit was to break up a piratical establishment – that was what Port Louis had become, both in his own view and in that of the United States government. In particular he wanted “To Protect the American Fisheries” (as PLSR puts it in entry 107), i.e. to prevent the inhabitants of Port Louis from interfering with American ships, so he destroyed all firearms. William Dickson stated in his affidavit that Duncan:298 

… spiked the guns, burnt the powder, and broke a large chest which served as a magazine, and which was then burned by the sailors of the sloop; that he took various arms, and after having broken them up, threw them into the water: that they took a number of muskets from the house of the deponent, and from that of Don Luis Vernet, which they gave to Captain Davison.

Spiking entailed hammering metal spikes into the touch-holes of muzzle-loading cannons, rendering them useless until the holes had been bored open again, which required special hardened drills. Cannons were hardly likely to be needed for defence against attack; judging by Emilio Vernet’s diary they were only used for firing salutes,299 but they could theoretically be fired at ships, so Duncan destroyed their potential for doing damage. The confiscation of the muskets and destruction of other weapons naturally prevented the establishment from mounting armed attacks such as the seizure of the Harriet.

Early on 15 January Duncan lent the Vulture a boat to assist her in getting under way, and she left to continue her voyage to Valparaíso. At 1 p.m. that afternoon 36 crewmen were released on liberty, and like the earlier group, they returned soon after 8 p.m. the same day. What they did ashore is revealed by Mathew Brisbane in his affidavit made at Buenos Aires in April: he says Duncan “burned all the powder which the men of the sloop did not waste in hunting and amusing themselves” – the islands were famous for their abundant game, and the men ashore evidently had a good deal of fun shooting. Brisbane also says they looted the store, but he was being held prisoner aboard the Lexington and that statement is not corroborated by the other witnesses, not even by William Dickson, whose store it was, so it was presumably untrue.

By 18 January Duncan had fulfilled his purpose at Port Louis and began to take on provisions in preparation for leaving: that afternoon he took aboard 3 bullocks. The seven men guilty of the violent seizure of the Harriet were already confined aboard; now he wanted to further weaken the establishment to prevent it from interfering with American ships. He spread the rumour that the settlement had no future – Henry Metcalf said in his affidavit that Duncan “had a proclamation posted by Captain Davison of the United States schooner ‘Harriet’ which was very alarming and dismayed all the inhabitants, leading them to believe that in the future there could be no safety in that place…”. William Dickson gave a few more details:

… the commander of the Lexington also circulated the rumor that there would always be an American sloop of war to prevent anybody from interfering with their fishing and to prevent captures in the future; and… he posted a proclamation over the door of the house of Don Luis Vernet in which it was declared that the acts which had been committed against several American vessels were piracy.

Duncan’s threat that a “sloop of war” would be sent to prevent interference with American ships was accurate, since the United States government was at that very moment preparing a naval expedition to the Falklands to do just that, though Duncan did not know it. However, he also circulated the rumour that American sealing vessels were planning to band together to punish Vernet – Julio Grossy’s account is the most detailed:

… the commander posted two proclamations in English, one on the door of the dwelling of the person acting as Governor, and the other in the grocery store, in which, so far as the deponent could understand, he declared all those who had taken part in the capture of the American sealing vessels to be pirates, that he was going to capture and punish them as such; that this commander and other persons who accompanied him publicly stated that Don Luis Vernet would not return to the place, as all the American sealing vessels were lying in wait for him, in order to capture and hang him in case he returned, the said commander emphatically stating that he did not doubt that they would do so, as men from New York always did what they said they would.

Though American sealing captains and owners had been greatly angered by Vernet’s activities, it was not literally true that they were planning any such reprisals of their own. Here Duncan was being economical with the truth, though his general direction was accurate, and his verdict that Vernet had acted as a pirate was supported by the US government and later confirmed by the United States Supreme Court in 1839 (section 14.107). However, the rumour that Davison spread (according to Metcalf), “to the effect that the Supreme Government of this Province and all the people had been greatly displeased by the seizure of American vessels” was close to a straight lie. The government of Buenos Aires in fact fully supported Vernet’s actions, though unwisely. Metcalf’s affidavit explained the purpose behind these rumours:

… the captain of the sloop Lexington had publicly disseminated the rumor that the establishment might suffer injuries in the future, because the whaling vessels of New York would unite to punish by themselves any interference with their fishing: that such assertion caused much dismay among the population, for which reason and on account of the open manner in which the commander of the sloop Lexington received on board his vessel anybody who wished to ship with him, all the families and the slaves left, only a few peasants remaining.

Thus Duncan applied a “stick-and-carrot” policy – he issued threats but also openly welcomed aboard anyone who wished to leave.

Those who took Duncan’s threats, and his welcome, to heart were first and foremost the heads of families, and during the Lexington’s last few days at Port Louis all the family groups took the opportunity to leave the islands. All those who went semi-voluntarily were what might be called “non-prisoners”. Most of their names were recorded in the Lexington’s log (though erratically spelt), which reveals that after the departure of the English-speaking Addyman family, virtually all the remaining settlers were Germans. Louis Vernet employed South Americans as gauchos, but he did not regard them as settlers or “colonists”; his colonists were virtually all from Britain or Germany. The first to go aboard the Lexington, on Wednesday 18 January 1832, with his wife and child, was “Mr Julien”; Brisbane’s Lexington log calls him “Captn July”, and from those versions of his name and the fact that he had one child it is clear that this was Julio Grossy (an Italian from Genoa, originally Giulio Grossi).300 Grossy went aboard freely, since he had become disaffected with the islands; he had been wanting to leave for some time and had almost succeeding in leaving aboard the Harriet back in November, but had been forbidden to do so by Vernet. Emilio Vernet’s diary records that Grossy’s young son Juan had died at Port Louis on 23 January 1831, and Grossy’s attempts to grow corn and vegetables and to catch fish had been a failure, so he had made no money and arrived at Montevideo more or less destitute (12.41). Grossy was one of the few literate inhabitants, and he had put up a notice on his house proclaiming his dissatisfaction with the Falklands. Exactly when the notice was put up, and what language it was written in, is not recorded; it may just possibly have been in English, since he appears to have known at least some English and it would have been pointless to write it in Spanish since virtually all the other Spanish speakers were illiterate. It is partly preserved in Grossy’s replies to questions put to him in Buenos Aires on 10 February 1832 – he said:301

… that he did in fact post the sign in question, that, according to his recollection, it read: that he was leaving this forsaken country in order not to die of want; that it was a desolate country with irregular summers; that he posted the sign without intending to injure anybody; but on account of the great amount of fruitless labor he had performed, suffering great privations in the hope of results from fishing which he had undertaken, and some crops which he had sown; that he had been unable to make any progress in the former, and that the crops had all been frozen, added to which was the discouragement caused by the news circulated in that Island, as to the future, since the commander of the Lexington gave the assurance that on his leaving for the return trip, another war vessel would come to protect American fisheries… that he did not erase the sign because he believed that the text thereof did no harm to anybody…

It seems Grossy’s notice was put up some time before the Lexington arrived – Grossy himself stated that he had refused to “erase” it even when asked to do so by other inhabitants, and Metcalf stated that Grossy had “placed a sign over the door of his house discrediting the establishment, and which he would not erase, despite the suggestions of the deponent and of Mr. Matthew Brisbane”. Since Brisbane was taken away immediately on the Lexington’s arrival and thereafter had no chance to urge the sign’s removal, it must have been put up earlier.

Grossy’s action supports what Duncan said in his report to the US Navy (12.40):

… in taking this step I have consulted their own wishes and they have embarked on board the Lexington by general consent; they say they have been deceived by Vernet and others, who have kept many of them upon the Island contrary to their inclination, and they appeared [to] greatly rejoice at the opportunity thus presented of removing, with their families from a desolate region where the climate is always cold and cheerless and the soil extremely unproductive.

Another disaffected inhabitant was Vernet’s settlement manager Henry Metcalf, as revealed by Juan Simon, the capataz or head gaucho, in a statement made over a year later.302 Simon was of French origin; he spoke Spanish but was illiterate, so he dictated his account in Spanish to Ventura Pasos, a member of a distinguished Buenos Aires family, who was related by marriage to Vernet’s wife. Simon says he tried to get Metcalf to stay, as without him there would be no one literate left at the settlement, though he later discovered that “Francisco” could write “a little”, i.e. Francisco Freire (also spelt Ferreyra), a seaman from Galicia in Spain whose date of arrival is not recorded, who was partly resident in 1832 and left in the Sarandí in January 1833. Simon says he had a conversation one evening with Metcalf “en la sala” (in the main room of the principal house, formerly Louis Vernet’s house, now “Old Government House”, before Metcalf boarded the Lexington; Metcalf had said that Vernet owed him “two thousand and something” pesos (“dos mil y tantos”), and had added that he did not think Vernet would ever return to the island. That suggests that Metcalf feared that he himself would have no chance of recovering what Vernet owed him, and he seems to have taken whatever he felt he had a right to – Simon says that after Metcalf had boarded the Lexington there was not a single skin left at the settlement, and Metcalf even took plates, forks and knives. Simon’s bitter comments on Metcalf’s behaviour in 1832 during the Lexington raid and in 1833 during the visit by HMS Clio (chapter 13) make it abundantly clear that Metcalf was seriously disaffected with Vernet and was not expelled against his will on either occasion. There were no doubt others who were not sorry to leave the “desolate islands”.

Vernet also owed Simon a lot of money – he says in his letter to Mathew Brisbane on 19 November 1833 (not knowing that Brisbane and Simon were by then both dead, murdered by the villain Antonio Rivero): “As Simon never required his wages fr[om] me whiele I was at the Settlement a great deal has come came due to him”303 – so it says a good deal for Simon’s loyalty that he decided to stay at Port Louis instead of going to Buenos Aires to claim his due. Perhaps he simply liked his work in the islands and thought he was unlikely ever to get such a position of responsibility again.

In his own affidavit, Metcalf said he decided to leave Port Louis aboard the Lexington for two reasons, first because of Duncan’s proclamation that there was no future for the settlement, and also “for the purpose of bringing to Señor Vernet the documents and papers belonging to him, which he did not consider safe in the place.” That suggests that Metcalf himself thought there was no future for the settlement, and that he thought Vernet himself was unlikely to return to Port Louis soon. Metcalf thus performed a signal service to Louis Vernet (and future historians of the Falklands) in rescuing part of the settlement’s archives, which are now in the AGN in Buenos Aires. However, he did not save all the papers at that time; some papers were left in Vernet’s house, which were thrown out into the open by the murderers of 26 August 1833 and rescued by Henry Channen (13.56).

At 2.30 p.m. on 20 January 1832 a seaman in the Lexington’s crew, William McIntyre, died; the cause is not given, but naval life in those days was hard and there were many accidents and illnesses to which seamen succumbed. That same afternoon four families boarded the Lexington, first three German families totalling fourteen people: Karl Klein (the log’s “Charles Cline”) with his wife and son; Karl (“Charles”) Finn with his wife and three children (the log’s “Finn” may be a mistake for Feurer; see below), and David Schmidt (the log’s “David Smith”) with his wife and four children. They were followed by a Spanish-speaking family of three, “John G. Sanches” (the gaucho Juan Gregorio Sánchez), with his wife and child.

Then ten men, three women and a child “belonging to Mr Metcalf” went aboard; they were clearly the 13 black slaves mentioned in Duncan’s reports, who were under Metcalf’s authority, plus one black child who is not mentioned in other accounts (no doubt the little son of Francisca, born on 10 December 1829, see vol. 1, section 11.52). Metcalf also took some documents with him; exactly which ones is not recorded except that they certainly included the “Port Louis Shipping Record” (PLSR), since it includes the departure dates of the Chalcedony and the Vulture, which left Port Louis on 10 and 15 January 1832, and the very last departure date is that of the Lexington on 22 January. Its survival, plus the fact that there are no more entries, shows that it was not left at Port Louis, and that it must have therefore been aboard the Lexington.

A single English-speaking man called Knight (a carpenter), and a single German man, “Phillip” (Philipp) Sperl (presumably the same man as Andreas Sperl), also embarked – Brisbane’s Lexington log says “Mr Metcalf the Germans and slaves came on board” (entered by Brisbane under 21 January by the nautical day, i.e. on the afternoon of 20 January by the civil day). Early on 21 January the mortal remains of William McIntyre were sent ashore for burial, and later that day William Dickson sent Charlotte and her effects aboard; her name is otherwise unrecorded, but Brisbane’s Lexington log says “Dickson and slave came on board”, so she was presumably his black companion.

During the day on 21 January more stores were taken aboard, including two milch cows and calves, presumably those killed by the Germans Schmidt, Feurer 304 and Sperl, for sale to Captain Duncan, as later stated by Metcalf, Dickson and Grossy, though these milch cows did not actually belong to the Germans since they had not paid for them. In their own statement made later, the three Germans said they had barricaded themselves in their house for three days, and were then visited by Duncan, who asked them what cattle they owned and bought them for six pesos apiece. Every three days during his stay at Port Louis, Duncan slaughtered two of the cows he had paid for. They also said Duncan took clothing from their house (they seem to have lived in the same house), and that he did not pay for meat consumed during the voyage.305 In their statement the Germans portray themselves as victims of Duncan, but the statements by Metcalf and Grossy tell a different story – Metcalf said the Germans “helped in looting the Island”, and Grossy said they “aided in the looting of the establishment”. It is impossible to know which version was correct, but there were evidently tensions between the inhabitants.

William Dickson then sent some coal and more fresh meat aboard; Dickson himself seems to have been undecided until the last moment whether to embark or not, since that same day Duncan gave him a certificate stating that he had not been guilty of molesting American ships, which would have given him immunity from punishment if he had stayed in the islands:306

The Lexington having been here since December 27th for the purpose of investigating the circumstances connected with the capture and robbery of several American fishermen, I have arrested such offenders as were within my reach. William Dickson, who followed the business of a retail merchant here, has requested me to give him a certificate to the effect that he took no part in those acts, and according to the best of my knowledge and belief William Dickson took no part in them. Signed S. Duncan – Berkeley Sound, East Falkland, January 21, 1832.

That would seem to suggest that Dickson originally contemplated remaining at Port Louis, but as he says in his affidavit, he thought it “inadvisable to remain alone,” and so presumably decided late in the day to go aboard himself. 

It is noteworthy that none of the prisoners or “non-prisoners” who later made affidavits made the slightest mention of any damage to the buildings of the settlement. That is perhaps not surprising in the case of the seven prisoners, who were taken aboard the Lexington on the first day and did not see what happened after that, but William Dickson and Henry Metcalf remained ashore until shortly before the Lexington sailed and mentioned no damage to the buildings. When Dickson was specifically asked whether Duncan did any damage to the establishment apart from taking Davison’s property and some sealskins, he mentioned only the spiking of the guns and the destruction of the small-arms; if any damage had been done to the buildings or facilities, Dickson or Metcalf would scarcely have omitted to mention it. Metcalf confirmed that Duncan gave all who remained at the settlement (not only Dickson) “a guarantee in the form of a document given to them by the commander of the Lexington, so that no American vessel would do them injury, to the end that they would supply meat when necessary to those arriving at the Island”. Duncan clearly realised the usefulness of an establishment able to supply the needs of visiting ships; that needs to be kept in mind in view of assertions that he “sacked” or “razed” the settlement – see the discussion of the “Lexington Myths” in section 12.37. It is quite clear that he intended the settlement to continue, though at reduced strength and incapable of harming US interests. It was useful to visiting ships, including American ones; it would have been counterproductive to “sack” it.

Duncan released the shallop Eagle and her crew (Isaac Waldron, William Smyley, John Jones, George Dow, James Burr, Samuel Marston, Isaac Roundy, Gordon Lowell and the Englishman George Lambert) from their contract with Vernet, and equipped them to go sealing on their own account as a US vessel. The Lexington log records that on the afternoon of 21 January, Duncan “Gave to the shallop 20 lbs cannon powder, 12 do priming do [“do” = “ditto”, i.e. “12 lbs priming powder”], one American ensign, 2 yds red bunting, 2 yds white do, ½ do blue do, 10 lbs black paint and one gallon linseed oil.” They then continued sealing under the United States flag, and were evidently successful, since William Smyley was fairly soon able to acquire his own ship and spent over 35 years plying the South Atlantic, 18 of which he spent as United States commercial agent in Stanley (1850-68; chapters 16, 18).

The business for which the USS Lexington had sailed to the Falklands was now complete. At first light (4.30 a.m.) on Sunday 22 January 1832, the topgallant yards were sent aloft, and at 5.45 a.m. she got under way and sailed out of Berkeley Sound for Montevideo – PLSR records her sailing on “Jany 22d 1832” for “Statenland”, reflecting Duncan’s original intention to rescue the seven men from the Superior, though he actually sent the Dash instead (12.17, 12.18, 12.51).

12.36 Prisoners and “non-prisoners” in the Lexington; the population of Port Louis

When she left the Falklands, the Lexington carried her crew plus over half the remaining inhabitants of the settlement at Port Louis. Those people were taken away by the Americans; that should be kept in mind in view of assertions that it was Britain that removed the settlers (vol. 3, chapter 24; vol. 4, chapters 31, 32). That was the largest number of land-based people to leave Port Louis on the same day since the Spanish garrison left 21 years earlier on 13 February 1811. The number was unusually high, but it was a normal occurrence for residents to leave Port Louis – as pointed out in chapter 11, the population of the settlement fluctuated constantly; it is nonsense to say there was a “stationary” population, as did María Angélica Vernet at the United Nations on 20 June 2013. In fact there was an almost complete turnover both of settlers and of gauchos at Port Louis during the five years of Vernet’s tenure.

Louis Vernet himself made a clear distinction between those he called “settlers” or “colonists” on the one hand, and gauchos on the other. Most of the “colonists” were German or British; South Americans were needed as gauchos, but they were merely employees whom he did not see as the actual population of the settlement. Both those groups were very much floating populations; of the 57 passengers brought by the Betsey in July 1829, most of them British or German potential colonists (11.46), only three were still there two years later (Karl Kussler, Andreas Sperl and Mathew Brisbane). And of the 28 gauchos on Vernet’s list of 25 November 1825, only three were left in mid-1831: Manuel Coronel, Dionisio Eredia [Heredia] and Juan Gregorio Sánchez. The last two left in the Lexington, so from then on Manuel Coronel was the sole remaining gaucho out of the original group, though he had not been continuously resident but had left in June 1827 in the Idris and only returned in 1831; he died at Port Louis in 1841. All the other gauchos had left at various times and been replaced piecemeal by around 15 others, including the eleven or so who arrived in July 1831 in the “Elbe group”, including Manuel Coronel. The constant coming and going of people was one reason why Louis Vernet made no lists of residents, unlike later British administrators and of course the Falkland Islands Government in its regular censuses.


	
		
		
		
	
	
		
	
	“Non-prisoners” who later made affidavits:


	
	Totals


		

		
	
	
	 William Dickson, Henry Metcalf,


	
		

		
	
	
	 “Mr Julien” (Julio Grossy), with wife and child


	
		

		
	
	 


	
	 [and his nephew Agustín, not listed in log]307 


	
	 6


		

		
	
	Germans who later made statements:


	
		

		
	
	
	 Carlos (Karl) Feurer (if not “Finn”)


	
	 1 (?)


		

		
	
	
	 “David Smith” (David Schmidt), with wife


	
		

		
	
	
	 and 4 children


	
	 6


		

		
	
	“Non-prisoners” who made no statements:


	
		

		
	
	
	 “Charles Cline” [Karl Klein], wife and son


	
	 3


		

		
	
	
	 Charles “Finn” (= Feurer?), wife and 3 children


	
	 5


		

		
	
	
	 “John G. Sanches”,308 wife and child


	
	 3 


		

		
	
	
	 Knight (a carpenter)


	
	 1


		

		
	
	
	 Phillip [Philipp or Andreas] Sperl


	
	 1


		

		
	
	
	 Charlotte (sent by Dickson)


	
	 1


		

		
	
	
	   Total of settlers:


	
	27 (26 if Finn = Feurer)


		

		
	
	Slaves taken aboard by Metcalf:


	
		

		
	
	
	 10 men, 3 women and 1 child309


	
	14


		

		
	
	
	   Total with slaves but without prisoners:


	
	41 (40 if Finn = Feurer)


		

		
	
	Prisoners, all of whom later made affidavits:


	
		

		
	
	
	 Mathew Brisbane, Domingo Valleja, Jacinto Correa,


	
		

		
	
	
	 “Manuel Antonio González”, Dionisio Eredia,


	
		

		
	
	
	 Silvestre Nuñez, Juan Brasido


	
	 7


		

		
	
	
	   Overall total (if Finn not the same as Feurer):


	
	48 (47 if Finn = Feurer)


		

	


Table 12.36a. Roll call: the 47 or 48 people who left Port Louis aboard the USS Lexington, 22 January 1832, as listed in the Lexington’s log (with Agustín Grossy added, plus Carlos Feurer in case he was not the same person as Charles Finn).

Table 12.36a lists the people taken from Port Louis by the Lexington, as recorded in the Lexington log (text in Appendix A.25). The log lists 46 or 47 people, which with the addition of Agustín Grossy (omitted from the log) comes to a total of 47 or 48 people. Eleven of them are named (Dickson, Brisbane, Metcalf and eight others), while the slaves, the other six prisoners and all women and children are enumerated but not named. It does not mention “Carlos” (Karl) Feurer, unless Feurer is the same person as “Charles Finn” (the first name and initial of the surname are right); “Finn’s” wife and 3 children are listed in the Lexington log and thus do not affect the total, so the question as to whether or not Finn and Feurer are the same individual only makes a difference of one person.

The basic division was of course between the seven prisoners and all the others (the “non-prisoners”); Table 12.36a also divides them into categories according to whether or not they later made statements (for which see below and Appendix A.26). The “non-prisoners” comprised 26 or 27 settlers or “colonists” (i.e. residents who were not gauchos) and the 13 black slaves (plus one child) taken aboard the Lexington by Henry Metcalf. Of the 26 or 27 settlers, 15 or 16 people were German-speaking (the families of Schmidt, Klein and Finn/Feurer, plus the bachelor Sperl) and seven were Spanish-speaking (the families of Grossy and Sánchez); there were also three English-speaking settlers (Dickson, Metcalf and Knight); it is unclear whether Charlotte was included in the number of the black slaves. The “non-prisoners” included some people who are known to have been keen to leave the islands such as Julio Grossy and Henry Metcalf, others who may have been quite happy to leave, and others who left because they thought the settlement had no future, but apart from the seven prisoners no one was literally compelled to leave, and some 30 people remained behind. The fact that four blacks remained behind (Gregoria, “Octubre” and Carmelita with her little son José Simon) suggests that even the blacks were not compelled to go; they too may have been allowed to stay if they wished. Carmelita and Gregoria stayed in the Falklands for the rest of their lives, and one can only presume that they chose to do so.310 The log names only one of the prisoners (Brisbane); in Table 12.36a the names of the other six have been added, plus the name of Carlos (Karl) Feurer, with a question mark in case the log’s “Finn” should actually read “Feurer” – if so, Karl Feurer was not an extra person but was identical with “Charles Finn”.

The numbers of people listed in the Lexington log tally closely with those given in other sources. Metcalf and Dickson give the number of slaves aboard as 13 (i.e. not counting the child) in their affidavits made at Buenos Aires on 7 February 1832 (Appendix A.26), and Captain Duncan says in his report to the US Navy on 3 February: “I have confined the individuals engaged in these transactions, that could be identified, and have besides brought off the whole of the population consisting of about forty persons, with the exception of some gauchers [sic] or horsemen, who were encamped in the interior, and are employed killing cattle” (full text in section 12.40). Duncan’s figure of “about forty persons” plus the seven prisoners give 47 people; the Lexington log lists 46 or 47 (allowing for the slight uncertainty about Finn/Feurer), which with Agustín Grossy gives 47 or 48, which can be taken as fairly accurate.

Allowing for various imponderabilities, there remained approximately 35 land-based residents at Port Louis after the Lexington left – see the tables in section 13.4, which record the number of people a year later in January 1833, after the arrival and departure of several more ships in 1832 plus three in 1832-3 (Sarandí, Rapid and Clio). But there was always another population based aboard ships, who sometimes outnumbered the land-based residents, especially after the departure of the Lexington. One man who was at Port Louis at times in 1832 but was apparently mostly based afloat was the seaman Francisco Freire from Galicia, Spain. Some ship-based people spent longer in the islands than some resident ashore, and some ship-based people also lived partly ashore; the only difference was that they had a ship as well. 

At all events the settlement was by no means entirely depopulated by the Lexington’s visit, and the work of cattle-hunting and providing supplies for visiting ships went on – John Biscoe bought beef from the settlement several times on his second visit later in 1832 (12.58, 12.67). There was naturally no further interference with American ships operating around the islands; to that extent Duncan had been entirely successful. However, the government in Buenos Aires decided later in the year to reassert their authority in the islands, and not merely to send a military garrison but to continue the harassment of ships where Vernet’s employees had been forced to leave off. That decision boded ill for the future.

12.37 The Lexington Myths

In time-honoured fashion, several “Lexington Myths” have arisen about the raid, so another exercise in “analysing two pasts” is needed, as described in the Introduction to volume 1. The most significant of the Lexington Myths is the idea that Captain Silas Duncan “sacked” or “razed” the settlement. Though his actions were unwelcome to the inhabitants, he did not “sack” or “raze” the settlement in any meaningful sense of those words. “Sacking” implies wholesale plunder, while both “sacking” and “razing” imply that buildings were destroyed leaving only ruins, but no contemporary eyewitness mentions anything like that. The Lexington took away property belonging to Captain Davison that Vernet had taken from the Harriet, plus some chickens, barrel staves, iron bars, and probably some sealskins that did not belong to Davison, but nothing else of note. Juan Simon’s account (in Appendix A.31) confirms that Henry Metcalf took some property as payment for what was due to him from Vernet (Simon mentions hides, plates, knives and forks); the fact that Vernet owed Metcalf money is confirmed not merely by Juan Simon but also by a note added by Vernet to the original of Metcalf’s statement.311

Duncan’s men did destroy weapons, gunpowder, and an old boat, but Juan Simon’s complaints are directed at Henry Metcalf rather than at Duncan, and not a single eyewitness accuses Duncan of any large-scale plundering, not even the storekeeper William Dickson. A later group of statements made at Port Louis in April 1833 by Antonio Rivero, Santiago López, José María Luna, Pedro Salinas, Pascual Diaz and Manuel Coronel, all of whom had been through the visit of the Lexington, likewise make not the slightest mention of any damage done by Duncan or his men (see section 13.38).312 Caillet-Bois states that Duncan’s men forced open windows and doors and “destroyed” gardens, but gives no source for that assertion;313 it seems Caillet-Bois took it from Mathew Brisbane’s comment recorded by Captain Robert FitzRoy of HMS Beagle on 4 March 1833, that “Captain Duncan’s men did such harm to the houses and gardens”,314 together with some remarks by FitzRoy himself. FitzRoy had been led to expect a flourishing settlement by the letter from “a brother officer” (very similar to the description probably by G. T. Whitington in the United Service Journal quoted in vol. 1, sections 11.34 and 11.89), so he was struck by the contrast he found. After quoting from the letter by the “brother officer”, FitzRoy says it was not right for Duncan to arrest Vernet’s employees as pirates, and continues with an implied description of what Duncan’s men did:315

Neither was it just… to destroy the infant colony, break open or tear down doors and windows, search houses, drawers, and chests, trample over gardens, break through fences, and ill-use the helpless, unarmed settlers to such a degree, that for many months afterwards whenever a man-of-war was seen approaching, the frightened inhabitants at once fled to the interior, not knowing how they might be treated.

He gives no source for that; he was not there at the time of the Lexington’s visit, and saw the islands 14 months after the event; during that time the houses at Port Louis had been exposed to the Falklands weather, which often did quite severe damage to the buildings (13.40) and left them as the “half-ruined stone cottages” FitzRoy saw in March 1833.

In any case Port Louis had only some three dozen inhabitants during 1832, as against roughly 120 after the arrival of the Elbe in the middle of 1831; the much smaller population would not have needed to keep all the houses in repair, and may well have repaired some houses by “cannibalising” others. Brisbane did not witness the actions of Duncan’s men, and those who did see those actions mentioned no serious damage. Even if FitzRoy’s description is true as it stands, it is significant that he says “destroy the infant colony”, not “destroy the houses”; he describes intrusion and a certain amount of minor damage to fences, gardens, windows and doors, but nothing like any “sacking” or “razing” of the settlement. Given the indignant complaints against Duncan made by those who actually saw what he did, it is impossible to believe they would have omitted to mention any serious damage to the buildings if it had been done. And the statements made at Port Louis by eight gauchos in April 1833 say Henry Metcalf harmed the settlement but say nothing about any damage done by Duncan (13.38). The inescapable conclusion is that no such damage was done. The 47 people of Mestivier’s garrison moved into the houses in October 1832 (12.82) without any major restoration works, so they were evidently habitable by over 80 people (the garrison plus the residents).

Thus the statements of those on the spot who saw what happened do not support the idea that Duncan’s men “sacked” the settlement. That myth was launched by Julius Goebel in 1927, along with another myth, that he declared the islands “free of all government”:316

… Duncan went ashore in force, spiked all the guns on the island, seized all weapons and burned all the powder. Not satisfied with this, he then sacked the habitations, seized some sealskins,317 and put nearly all the inhabitants under arrest. He finally declared the island free of all government and sailed away with Brisbane and six Argentinians in irons.

Goebel implies that Duncan said something on the lines of “I hereby declare the island free of all government”, i.e. that he had brought about a change and had ended all government on East Falkland, but none of the statements made on 25 April 1832 by those taken from the islands by the Lexington (Appendix A.26) says either that Duncan “sacked the habitations” or “declared the island free of all government” – Goebel invented all that.

Violet Boyson, working from Colección 1832 and its Supplement, does not actually say that Duncan’s men sacked the settlement (though perhaps she implies as much), and she uses a phrase adapted from the statements by Duncan’s prisoners which they did not use – she says:318

When Duncan did land he destroyed in a few hours the work of years. He spiked all the guns that were on the island, burnt all the powder his men did not use in hunting; used violence to all who resisted his demands, and proclaimed the island free of all governance.

Boyson’s wording “free of all governance” has not been followed by later writers, and it seems she had no influence on Goebel, who never mentions her and seemingly did not know her work.

But Goebel was working from the same documentation, and in summarising the effect of the statements by Duncan’s prisoners in the Supplement to Colección 1832, he independently launched the myth that Duncan “declared the island free of all government” – his term “government” was used by later writers in propagating the myth. Harold Peterson rephrases Goebel’s statement so as to make a totally unwarrantable assumption:319

Duncan proceeded to disarm the island, loot the settlements, and arrest some of the inhabitants. He declared the island government at an end and carried away as prisoners Matthew Brisbane, one of Vernet’s aides, and six other persons.

Peterson’s assertion that Duncan “declared the island government at an end” is a fictitious escalation of Goebel’s “free of all government”. Duncan certainly did not declare, or imply, that he had ended “government” or “sovereignty” in the islands; he himself and all the American sealers agreed with the US government that there simply was no such thing as sovereignty in the Falklands – the islands were part of the high seas and belonged to no one, like Antarctica.

Goebel’s statement that Duncan declared the islands “free of all government” arose from misinterpreting English translations of the statements made by three of the prisoners (but none of the “non-prisoners”) on their return to Buenos Aires on 25 April 1832 (full texts in Appendix A.26). They said that Captain Duncan posted “handbills” declaring that the islands were “free”. Duncan’s original text was no doubt in English, but is only known through the Spanish translations in Colección (Supplement) 1832; the prisoners called the “handbills” in Spanish “carteles”. They did not see the “handbills” since they were taken prisoner at once; they knew of them only through hearsay, and anyway they were illiterate and knew little or no English, so it is important not to read too much into their statements. Juan Brasido stated:320

That he learned on board the Lexington that her commander had committed various acts of destruction on the Island…, posting handbills on the Island which declared it to be free from all sovereignty…

Two other prisoners had a slightly different idea of Duncan’s “handbills” – Jacinto Correa said:321

… he also heard it said that he had posted handbills on the Island, declaring it to be free so that anybody who so desired might live there…

And Dionisio Eredia said that he had “learned” (i.e. from others) that Duncan:322

… had posted handbills declaring the Island free for anybody who wished to live there…

Those last two statements merely said that the islands were open to “anybody”, i.e. to individuals, but Louis Vernet seems to have interpreted Duncan’s announcements more like Brasido – Vernet wrote in an unpublished file of evidence:323

… Duncan’s proclamations… declared the Islands common property of all nations…

Vernet may have taken his wording from the statements of the gauchos interrogated in February 1833 as part of his projected court case against the capataz Juan Simon (13.25) – Mateo González said that after the “attack” of the Lexington, the establishment had been:324

… proclaimed by the Commander of the Corvette [sc. Duncan] the property of all the world…

And José Báez said:325

… Captain Duncan had said that Señor Vernet would not return again to the Island, and that it and all that was in it belonged to the whole world… 

In other words, Duncan declared that the islands were open and free to all; they were part of the high seas, not the property of Buenos Aires. He merely underlined the existing American policy; he did not imply that he had himself brought about any change in the islands’ status.

Some 56 years after Goebel the Argentine writer Adrián Hope propagated several of Goebel’s myths:326

Before descending [i.e. landing] Duncan invited Vernet’s lieutenant, Mattheu Brisban [sic], on board but then made him a prisoner. Then he went on shore with his men and destroyed all military installations, sacked the habitations, seized sealskins, put most of the inhabitants under arrest and then left declaring the island free of all government.

Hope’s phrase “destroyed all military installations” is simply a faulty abbreviation of Goebel’s “spiked all the guns on the island, seized all weapons and burned all the powder”, but with the implication that there actually were “military installations” – a typical fictitious escalation.

The career of the myth arising out of Hope’s bad summary of Goebel can be followed in two works by Sir Lawrence Freedman, first in collaboration with Virginia Gamba in 1991:327 

The American Consul in Buenos Aires protested and threatened reprisals, supporting this protest with a warship USS Lexington, which happened to be in the River Plate at the time. At the initiative of its captain, Silas Duncan, the USS Lexington sailed to the Islands, landed, destroyed all military installations, razed the buildings, seized sealskins, put most inhabitants under arrest and then left, declaring the Islands free of all government. As a result relations between Argentina and the USA were broken.

Apart from the substitution of “razed” for “sacked”, much of the second half of that passage follows Goebel/Hope almost verbatim. One suspects that the wording owes a good deal to Virginia Gamba, a keen “Malvinist” (i.e. a supporter of Argentina’s claim to the Falklands), who in an earlier work had closely followed Hope and made a dozen references to him, though without herself treating the Lexington raid in detail.328

Freedman repeated the passage 14 years later in his Official History in 2005 (and again in 2007), almost verbatim including even the peculiar missing comma after “warship”:329 

The American Consul in Buenos Aires, George W. Slacum, protested and threatened reprisals. A warship USS Lexington happened to be in the River Plate at the time and its captain, Silas Duncan, chose to sail to the Islands, landed, destroyed all military installations, razed the buildings, seized sealskins, put most inhabitants under arrest and then left, declaring the Islands free of all government. As a result relations between the United States and Argentina were broken.

Neither in 1991 nor in 2005/2007 does Freedman acknowledge his direct debt to Hope for both the content and the wording of that passage; in Freedman’s book of 1991 Hope’s article is listed in the notes to the Introduction and also in the Bibliography (though only as a general source, without a specific reference), but it receives no mention at all in the 2005/2007 Official History, neither in the text nor in the Bibliography. So a British official history contains pieces of fictitious pseudo-history of the Falklands written by an apologist for Argentina. That is somewhat questionable, to say the least.

The worst myth in that passage in Freedman 1991 and 2005/2007 is the untrue statement that Duncan “razed the buildings”, but the reference to “military installations” (derived only from Hope) is almost as bad. It is also incorrect to say that the Lexington “happened to be in the River Plate” and that Duncan “chose to sail to the Islands”. The Lexington was in the River Plate as part of a squadron stationed there by the United States to protect US interests in the South Atlantic; Duncan had not been ordered to go specifically to the Falklands, but he had orders to protect US trade with “the utmost vigilance, energy, and activity”, so his actions were in full accord with official US policy, and they were afterwards approved by the US government.

The “sacking” part of the myth is repeated by the United Kingdom Hydrographic Office:330

In 1831, during a dispute about sealing rights, Puerto Soledad was sacked by United States warships.

There was no sacking, and only a single US warship was present, but myths prefer plurals to singulars, large numbers to small, and drama to the sober truth.

Rudolf Dolzer takes Goebel’s “sacked” to mean “razed”, though he does not actually use the word. He follows Goebel closely but escalates the description:331

The captain ordered that all buildings be destroyed, took possession of some seal furs and put under arrest nearly all the inhabitants of the Islands. The Lexington left the Islands with seven Argentine citizens as prisoners.

Dolzer also introduces another error – he assumes Vernet must have been present at the time:332

After the Lexington incident, governor Vernet had left the Islands in order to discuss and justify his conduct comprehensively in Buenos Aires. Also, a large percentage of the population returned to the mainland after the destruction of the dwellings by captain Duncan. Only a few persons remained on the Islands; their number remains unclear.

Vernet had of course returned to Buenos Aires before the Lexington raid (it was his arrival at Buenos Aires in a seized American ship that prompted the raid in the first place), and he did not go there to “discuss and justify his conduct”, however comprehensively; he went in the Harriet to have her declared lawful prize and hence his property. Dolzer wrongly assumes that the dwellings were destroyed, and does not realise that those who returned to the mainland did so aboard the Lexington. Here as elsewhere his understanding of the plain facts is seriously at fault.

Douglas Kinney is yet again something of a loose cannon in his extraordinarily erroneous account of Falklands history. He describes the Lexington raid as follows:333

1831 … First U.S. armed action against a Latin power – a U.S. Navy warship routs fishermen and whalers from the Falkland Islands. On December 30, the U.S.S. Lexington enters the harbor at Puerto Soledad and destroys the settlement.

One wonders where Kinney got that entirely fictitious account. He presumably did not know that many of the fishermen and whalers around the Falklands at the time were American, so he did not realise how odd it would have been for a US warship to “rout” them from the islands. In fact the Lexington acted in direct support of the “fishermen and whalers”, who were being persecuted by an agent of Argentina. Like Dolzer’s, Kenney’s understanding of the situation in the Falklands in the early 19th century is badly defective.334

Unsurprisingly, the pamphlet published in March 2007 by the “Observatorio Parlamentario – Cuestión Malvinas” in Buenos Aires repeats the myth. Its English translation, presented at the London School of Economics on 3 December 2007, at a seminar organised by the Argentine embassy, states that “At the end of 1831, a United States warship razed Puerto Soledad…”,335 but without any supporting references (myths can only survive in the absence of facts).

Equally unsurprisingly, the crassly erroneous schoolbook Malvinas en la historia, written by authors at the “Observatorio Malvinas” of Lanús University near Buenos Aires, published in July 2011,336 gives much the same account – it says Duncan:337

… disembarked his forces, removed almost all the inhabitants of Puerto Soledad, sacked and destroyed its installations and then left for Montevideo.

Daniel Gibran’s fictitious account goes further than most – he says:338

In December 1831, three days after Christmas, Captain Silas Duncan of the Lexington exacted revenge by sacking the Argentine settlement of Puerto Soledad on East Falkland.

Duncan’s actions had far-reaching implications, particularly on the sovereignty question to be discussed later. He plundered the settlement, completely destroying buildings and ammunition dumps in the process, and then declared the Falklands “free of all governments [sic].” Duncan’s destruction of years of work undertaken by Vernet and his men in the settlement was a great blow to Vernet.

In fact Duncan did not “sack” the settlement and did not “completely destroy” buildings, and it is not true to say, as Gibran does on the same page (1998, p. 29), that when Mestivier arrived in 1832 the settlement “lay in ruins”. That is speculative extrapolation from untrue accounts by other recent authors, ignoring statements by people who were there at the time. Like most fictitious authors, Gibran is quite creative, and as well as propagating myths he creates new spellings such as “Pedro Reineel”, “Antoine Louis de Bougainville”, and “Port Edgmont” (passim!). That does not exactly inspire confidence in his assertions.

Arnoldo Canclini goes further still and specifically states that the houses were destroyed by gunfire – in discussing a list of the houses at Port Louis in 1842 (i.e. Moody’s list, though he does not say so), he says some were built on ruins, and adds: “Without doubt, they [sc. the ruins] came from one of the houses of Vernet’s time, destroyed by the Lexington.”339 He may be following Gibran’s statement that the settlement “lay in ruins”, though he does not say that either. Canclini even assumes that the houses were destroyed literally by the Lexington – he says the dispute began “when an impetuous seaman from the new North American nation destroyed the pleasant little settlement by cannonfire.”340 That is nonsense – the Lexington remained in Berkeley Sound, from where it is not possible to see the settlement, and would have been firing blind over the headland south of the basin, an impossible task in those days.

That is an object lesson in the development of a myth – from statements such as that in the Buenos Aires proclamation of 14 February 1832, that Duncan “destroyed with rancorous fury the public property” (12.42), later writers have assumed that the property in question was the houses, which was not the case; only such public property as muskets, cannons, and gunpowder was destroyed. Having taken it for granted that the houses were destroyed, Canclini assumes it must have been by gunfire – myths propagate themselves by speculation and escalation. The log of the Lexington makes it clear that the ship’s guns were fired only to salute the anniversary of the Battle of New Orleans on 8 January 1832 (Appendix A.25).

Goebel says Duncan “put nearly all the inhabitants under arrest”, but that is also untrue. Duncan regarded them all as suspects likely to have been involved in the seizures of US ships, and had some 20 of them taken aboard the Lexington for Captain Davison to identify, but those who had played no part in Vernet’s actions were released at once. Three weeks later many of them opted to leave the islands aboard the Lexington, mainly because of the threats by Duncan and Davison that the settlement was not going to be allowed to continue, but a few were actually glad to leave. Dickson stated “nor was there the slightest casualty”, confirming that no violence was employed. Only the seven prisoners were kept by force aboard the Lexington and were taken to Rio, but like all the others they too were in the end released.

To sum up: the Lexington raid was not nearly as drastic as has generally been maintained, and Silas Duncan did not destroy the settlement at Port Louis; the idea of extensive damage done by Duncan’s men is a myth spread by many authors, and widely believed even today. Duncan wanted to weaken the settlement to prevent it from molesting US ships, but he did not want to close it down completely; he wanted it to carry on and be able to supply ships with beef and other stores – it would have been absurd to leave it in ruins. He forcibly removed seven men involved in the seizures of US ships; he destroyed weapons; he removed property that had been taken from Gilbert Davison (plus some more taken by Henry Metcalf and some minor items such as chickens, and perhaps Stephen Congar’s sealskins), and he transported over half of the inhabitants to Montevideo, a few genuinely at their own request, the rest as the result of deliberately over-dramatised rumours. Only minor damage (if any) was done to the houses, and no one was physically harmed at all. Duncan also confirmed the view of the US government, that there was not, and never had been, any territorial sovereignty in the islands. When he sailed away on 22 January 1832 he left a much smaller but still functioning settlement behind – it still had some three dozen inhabitants, to whom he gave certificates giving them immunity from any further reprisals by American ships.

And Louis Vernet continued to manage the settlement’s affairs – he corresponded with Port Louis and sent supplies there from Buenos Aires (12.79, 14.85).

12.38 Langdon writes to the British government again; Vernet and British sovereignty

In 1829 Lieutenant William Langdon had written to the MP Thomas Potter Macqueen urging him to propose that the British government should form a settlement in the Falklands (vol. 1, section 11.41),341 but the government had done nothing. So on his return to Britain after his second visit to the islands he pressed the point again:342

Copy                       102 Leadenhall St

to R[ober]t Wm Hay Esq            20th Jany 1832.

Sir

About three years since, I had the honor of submitting to you a statement respecting the Falkland Islands.

Having just returned from Van Dieman’s Land & taken in supplies & part of a cargo at Port Louis, I had opportunity of obtaining some additional information, & of [fol. 102 verso] surveying Berkeley Sound & its harbors. I also obtained a map of the Island from the Commandant – copies of them I beg leave to lay before you with the grant of Section No 3.343

From the increasing commercial intercourse with all the Islands in the South Seas, but particularly the Australian Colonies, the possession of the Eastern Falkland [fol. 103 recto] is become of great importance to this Country, and from a conversation I had with Mr Vernet upon the subject, I am authorized in saying no objection would be made to the occupation of it by the British Government, provided private property would not be interfered with.       / I have &c~ /  



(signed) W Langdon / Lieut. R.N.

That letter shows why Argentine historians describe Vernet as “apátrida”,344 literally “stateless”, which is a fair description of him, but in Argentina it is often used to mean “unpatriotic”. And towards Argentina, his adopted country, he certainly was unpatriotic in having no objection to British sovereignty over the Falklands, as revealed not only by Langdon’s letter but by Parish’s despatch of 25 April 1829 (vol. 1, section 11.41) and Vernet’s own statements in the 1850s (vol. 3, chapter 17). As mentioned in section 11.41, Caillet-Bois quotes Parish’s despatch,345 and asserts wrongly that Vernet’s pro-British sentiments influenced Britain’s decision to exercise its sovereignty claim; he also quotes Langdon’s statement, and says that Vernet was committing “an imprudence” which contributed to the decision by the “London Cabinet” (i.e. the decision to reassert Britain’s sovereignty in the islands).346 That is actually not true – in fact, unfortunately for Vernet, Britain was simply not interested in occupying the islands. From Vernet’s point of view British sovereignty had the obvious advantages of greater financial resources, better naval protection and more efficiency than could be offered by Buenos Aires. And some leading members of his settlement were English-speaking. But he was to be disappointed in his hopes.

12.39 The United States sends Francis Baylies to Buenos Aires347

On 26 January 1832, four days after the Lexington left Port Louis, before the outside world knew anything had happened in the Falklands, US Secretary of State Edward Livingston at last appointed “a minister to inquire into the nature of the circumstances” in the islands, as President Jackson had announced in his State of the Union Address on 6 December 1831 (12.33). By now it was known in Washington that three US ships had been seized by Vernet, and at long last the US government was taking steps to remedy the absence of a representative in Buenos Aires since the death of chargé d’affaires John Murray Forbes on 14 June 1831, though Consul George Slacum had done his best to fill the gap. Livingston’s choice fell on Francis Baylies (1783-1852), a lawyer and member of the Massachusetts State House of Representatives (1827-32), formerly a member of the US House of Representatives (1821-7).

Livingston sent Baylies official instructions explaining the US government’s position and how he was to defend it. Those instructions called into question the legality of the Buenos Aires decree of 10 June 1829 appointing Vernet, denied Vernet’s right to do what he did, called his acts piratical, and denied that Argentina had any right to molest US ships in the Falklands. Nevertheless, Baylies was instructed to press for a commercial treaty and a fishing treaty to regularise the position of American sealers working in the Falklands.

Livingston instructed Baylies to address several specific matters:348

The first of these to which it is necessary to call your attention, are the acts and pretensions of an individual at the Falkland Islands, pretending to, or really possessing authority under the Government to which you are sent. A certain Lewis Vernet, who appears to have formed an establishment at Soledad, one of the Falkland Islands, has, within a few months past, captured three American vessels, – the Breakwater, the Harriet of Stonington, and the Superior of New York, – under pretence that they infringed some unknown laws of the Republic of Buenos Ayres, for the protection of fisheries. By the affidavit of William Mitchel, copy of which is annexed,349 it appears that two of the vessels so captured, have, without any form of trial, been appropriated to the use of Vernet, and fitted out with the avowed design of making them the instruments of further aggressions on the property of citizens of the United States pursuing their lawful commerce and business in those seas…350

The lawless and piratical nature of these acts, could not permit the President for a moment to believe they were authorized by a friendly power. This persuasion was strengthened by the circumstances, that, at the date of the alleged decree put forth by Vernet as his authority, we had an accredited Agent at the Republic of Buenos Ayres, who was, at the time, in active correspondence with that Government, and with this Department, whose dispatches bearing date within a few days after that of the pretended decree, are entirely silent on the subject…

Livingston makes it clear that neither John Murray Forbes, nor the Buenos Aires government, had ever communicated any claim or warning to the US government (and Vernet himself acknowledged that the decree of 10 June 1829 had never been officially made known to the US; see his letter of 6 December 1831 in section 12.33). He then continues:

With these reasons for believing the pretence of a decree a mere color for piratical acts, the President has directed the Secretary of the Navy to send all the force he could command to those seas, with orders of which a copy is annexed to these instructions: And he also communicated the representations he had received,351 and the measures he had adopted in consequence of them to Congress by a Message, copy of which is also annexed…352

While the Executive takes measures for the immediate protection and relief of our fellow-citizens, it will be your duty, first, to justify these measures to the Government of Buenos Ayres in case you should find, on your arrival, that the authority set up by Vernet has really been given to him, and is avowed by the Government – and afterwards to place our claim to the fisheries in a proper point of view, and secure it from future interruption, by a formal acknowledgement of our right, and by procuring proper stipulations guarantying its undisturbed exercise hereafter.

The directions from the Navy Department, dated 29th November, 1831, are general – “to afford protection to our citizens engaged in the fisheries, and in their lawful commerce, and particularly if they are molested in their usual pursuits and trade”. The orders given on the 4th January are in answer to a request by the commander of the squadron for more particular instructions.353 The circumstances of the case are there stated, and the orders given in consequence of them, are infinitely more moderate than those circumstances would have justified. The Commander is to inquire whether the acts have been done under the allegation of authority from the Government; and, in that case, he is merely directed to prevent our ships from capture, to retake those that have fallen into the hands of Vernet, and keep them until the return of a dispatch vessel he is ordered to send you for instructions. The most friendly forbearance alone dictated those orders. The circumstances of the case would have justified immediate acts of hostility against the perpetrators of such outrageous acts, which we would have had good right to suppose unauthorized: But the moderate and friendly course has been pursued…

The core of Baylies’s instructions was “to justify these measures to the Government of Buenos Ayres” – he was not to permit the US government’s actions to be called into question, but was to seek a peaceful solution that preserved American rights. That was exactly what he attempted to do, but the inflexibility of the Buenos Aires government provoked a breach in diplomatic relations with the United States that lasted for twelve years. The instructions continued:

… You will not fail to cause the friendly spirit which dictated this course to be perceived, and duly appreciated, before you proceed to demand a disavowal of the acts of Vernet, and restoration, with indemnity of the property he has seized. This you are to do on the following grounds:

First – That without entering here into the question of right, which will be hereafter discussed, the seizure of our vessels cannot be justified under the decree from which Vernet pretends to derive his authority – because, at the period he was so appointed, we were in actual use of the shores, bays, and harbors, of those Islands for the purposes of shelter and fishery. We had been in such use for more than fifty years – undisturbed when there were settlements on the Island – unmolested when there were none. We had, in consequence of this undisturbed use, increased our capital employed in the fisheries, and had good reason to believe that whatever right any nation might have to interfere with a use so extensively important to us, and so long enjoyed, that we should specially be informed of such conflicting claim – more especially if the claim were set up by a friendly nation with whom we were then connected in the usual diplomatic intercourse, and who, not being ignorant that we had made this use of the shores they claimed, had suffered us uninterruptedly, and without asking any permission, to enjoy it as a common right. To give the first notice of such interfering claim by a seizure and confiscation of our vessels unsuspectingly engaged in what they deemed a lawful occupation, partakes more of a hostile act than of the assertion of a right as used among civilized nations…

Livingston then examined the nature of the claim by Buenos Aires to have the right to restrict the fishing rights of US citizens. He repeats that the US government were not informed of any change in the Falklands, and points out that given the importance of the matter, the Buenos Aires government should have communicated it properly:

… the communication ought to have been special. It interfered with an existing and most extensive use, and, therefore, not only a friendly disposition, but absolute justice, required that express notice should be given of an intent to interfere with this use. Secondly – the communication of the decree, supposing the publication a sufficient notice, would not inform us of the interpretation that was practically to be put upon it. The preamble asserts a possession by Spain on the 10th of May, 1810, of the Falkland Islands, and all the others near Cape Horn, including that of Terra del Fuego, and derives the right in the Republic to them as forming part of the Vice Royalty of the Rio de la Plata by the effect of the revolution. It then erects those Islands into a military and civil Government – directs that the residence of the Governor shall be on the Island of Soledad, on which a battery is to be erected under the flag of the Republic, and directs him (the Governor) to enforce the laws of the Republic on the inhabitants, “and to see to the execution of the regulations of the fishery on all the coasts of the same.” What the regulations are, is not even hinted at: Did they apply to the inhabitants only? Such would be the natural construction. Did they exclude foreigners from the right of fishery? If so, some notice, some motive for inquiry, ought to have been given. The law of nations founded in the principles of justice, requires that a right enjoyed for more than half a century, even if only by tacit permission, be not withdrawn without notice, much less ought any penalty to be enforced for the exercise of it before such notice. Thus, even supposing the right of the Buenos Ayres Government to be uncontroverted, we have a just cause to complain of the seizure of our vessels, and to demand restoration and indemnity. But our cause of complaint is rendered more apparent from the manner in which their officer, supposing him to be such, has executed this pretended right of seizure and confiscation. Without trial, without evidence, he has imprisoned the crews, and converted the vessels and cargoes to his own use. He has done this after enticing them into his port by the offer of supplies and assistance, and as far as appears, without any allegation of a breach of their fishery laws. To what extent do these laws go, what fisheries they forbid, and in what seas, or on what coasts, are all objects of serious inquiry, and must form an immediate object of your research.

Part of the problem, of course, which Livingston may not have realised, was that Vernet had not informed Buenos Aires either – the Buenos Aires government had had no more prior notice of his seizures of ships than the US government.

Livingston then describes the nature of the “ocean fishery” and the general rights of fishing enjoyed by all nations on the high seas; he points out that in the treaty by which Britain recognised the independence of the United States (the Treaty of Paris, signed on 3 September 1783), the Americans were permitted to continue fishing on the unsettled coasts of North America, but were obliged to enter into agreement with the local inhabitants where those coasts were settled. He then considers the effect of the Nootka Sound Convention (for which see vol. 1, sections 6.10, 6.11):

But the most remarkable treaty on this subject, is that entered into between Great Britain and Spain in 1790, by which the latter power stipulates not to make any settlements on either the Pacific or Atlantic shores of America further south than those which were then made… This stipulation is clearly founded on the right to use the unsettled shores for the purpose of fishery, &c. and to insure its continuance…

How far the present Government of Buenos Ayres is entitled to the extent of territory necessary to establish a right over these fisheries, even supposing them to be attached to the Sovereignty of the country, is another important question to which your attention must be turned, and which we have not the means of determining here. The Vice Royalty of Buenos Ayres under the Spanish Government comprehended several provinces on both sides of the La Plata, these now form separate Governments as far as their unsettled state will allow us to judge of their condition…

Baylies himself made that last point later in much more detail to the Buenos Aires government (12.65); it raises the question of “identity of heir”, i.e. what entity succeeds to a right which has become divided – since Buenos Aires (and modern Argentina) only comprised part of the Viceroyalty of the River Plate, it can only have inherited part of Spain’s original rights to the Falklands (see vol. 4, section 32.8). Livingston then enumerated Baylies’s specific duties:

From the foregoing facts, and principles applicable to them, you are instructed to press, in the negotiation you are authorized to open on the occasion,

1. The perfect right of the United States to the free use of the fishery – on the ocean, in every part of it, and on the bays, arms of the sea, gulfs, and other inlets, which are incapable of being fortified.

2. To the same perfect right on the ocean within a marine league of the shore, when the approach cannot be injurious to the sovereign of the country, as it cannot be on the shores which are possessed by savage tribes, or are totally deserted, as they are south of the Rio Negro.

3. To the same use of the shores when in the situation above described.

4. That even where a settlement is made, and other circumstances would deprive us of the right, that a constant and uninterrupted use will give it to us.

It cannot be denied that the United States, since the beginning of their independent political existence, and even while they were colonies, were, in common with other nations, in the undisturbed enjoyment of the whale and seal fishery, with the knowledge of Spain – and this, it is believed, applies particularly to the Falkland Islands – and at times when there were settlements on them as well as when they were deserted. The object of establishing these points is to embody them into a treaty which you have herewith a full power to negotiate and conclude. The articles on this subject must acknowledge our right to the fisheries on the shores while they remain unsettled, and you may fix a certain extent from each settlement, not to exceed ten leagues each way.

With respect to the vessels seized by Vernet, if his acts are avowed, you are to justify their recapture, (if they have been taken by our squadron,) and demand their restitution if they have not, on the grounds herein before stated to show the irregularity of his proceedings, and if his acts are disavowed, you are to give orders to the commander of the squadron to break up the settlement and bring him to Buenos Ayres for trial. You will, in your demands on the subject of the fisheries, use firm but not irritating language…

The slowness of communications meant that when Livingston wrote, he did not know whether or not an American naval squadron had already sailed for the Falklands to recapture the ships seized by Vernet, but of course Captain Duncan had already done the job of protecting US interests, though he was too late to recapture the ships. Duncan’s actions were entirely in accord with US policy, so Baylies later naturally defended them.

Livingston’s definition of the maximum restriction Baylies was to accept (“not to exceed ten leagues each way” from any settlements) may derive from the Nootka Sound Convention, Article IV, which permitted British subjects to fish and to establish settlements on coasts more than ten leagues (thirty miles) from a Spanish settlement. Most of the Falklands are of course more than thirty miles from Port Louis, so this would not have limited American rights very much. Livingston said he hoped that “full justice will be done to our citizens, and that measures will be taken… for a strict commercial union on principles of perfect reciprocity…”, and finally he listed a few other complaints of the US against Buenos Aires, not connected with the Falklands.

The US position was abundantly clear: Baylies was to justify American actions, but was to maintain friendly relations with Buenos Aires and if possible to conclude a commercial treaty confirming the Americans’ rights to the fishery in the Falklands. But events moved so slowly that it was to be almost six months before he arrived in Buenos Aires.

12.40 Arrivals at Montevideo, February 1832: Woodbine Parish, the Lexington – and news 

At this critical juncture at the end of January 1832, the British consul-general in Buenos Aires, Woodbine Parish, finally left for Britain with his family after eight influential years in his post. He had been instrumental in establishing Britain’s good relations with Argentina, he had become an expert on southern South America, and he took with him the materials for a book on the region which he published in 1839 and again in 1852 – with an important alteration to the map (fig. 16.30a and b). The British Minister to Buenos Aires, Henry Fox, was soon appointed Minister to Brazil,354 and left Buenos Aires in October 1832, so when Part III of the Second Falklands Crisis occurred 10 months later in January 1833, the British Legation in Buenos Aires was in the hands of chargé d’affaires Philip Gore, who had no instructions from Britain.

There was a noteworthy coincidence of arrivals at Montevideo on Thursday 2 February 1832 and the next day. On 2 February Parish arrived aboard the packet Reindeer; the same day the Lexington arrived with the prisoners and “non-prisoners” from the Falklands, and the next day a ship arrived from the United States with news, including President Jackson’s State of the Union Address of 6 December 1831, in which he spoke angrily of the seizure of the Breakwater by Vernet and threatened action against harassment of US ships in the Falklands (12.33).

By yet another coincidence the US consul in Buenos Aires, George Slacum, was also in Montevideo, having arrived for a quick visit in mid-January but fallen ill with “bilious fever”, which had prevented his return to Buenos Aires.355 Captain Duncan therefore at once wrote a report for Slacum before sending his official despatch to US Navy Secretary Levi Woodbury the next day. Duncan’s report to Slacum reads:356

U. S. S. Lexington, Off Montevideo, February 2, 1832

DEAR SIR: The U. S. Ship Lexington has just arrived at this place from a cruise about the Falkland Islands, with a number of passengers and some prisoners. The whole of the transactions in connection with the capture of our fishing vessels at the Falkland Islands, have been of the most infamous and iniquitous character. After the capture and robbery of the schooner Harriet, she was placed in command of one Matthew Brisbane, and sent to the Westward, when she attempted to capture the American schooner Elizabeth Jane,357 but did not succeed. I have to ask, in what character this vessel then sailed, and under what colors; and whether she was not, to all intents and purposes, a piratical vessel? – She had been seized, and, whether legally, or illegally, she had not been condemned; she must, of course have been cruising without any authority whatever – and was a piratical vessel.– You will perceive, by enclosed affidavits the extent to which these outrages upon our flag and citizens have been carried.–

These individuals, with Vernet and Brisbane at their head, had not the means of fishing, themselves, but their plan was to fish by proxy; and, whilst they laid claim to all the fish in the Southern Ocean, they were to compel our citizens to catch them for their use.–358

They made prisoners of the crew of the American schooner Belville, which vessel had been wrecked; and it is no less strange than true, that this Matthew Brisbane was on board the Belville, as a pilot, at the time of her being so wrecked, and that the said Brisbane, in connection with Vernet, afterwards made prisoners of the crew and forced them, by threats and menaces, into their service; and they have since been employed fishing on their account.–

Seven Americans were left upon a desolate Island, with a limited supply of provisions, and an agreement extorted from the Master of the captured schooner Superior, to which vessel they belonged, that they should not be relieved by him, but by Vernet, himself. In order that this may be understood, it is necessary to explain that the character of the American schooner Superior was also changed without any authority, and her papers taken from her. Under what flag did she sail? Was Vernet, the captor, authorized to condemn American vessels without trial, and to send them cruising?–

These men, so left without the means of subsistence, were not, however, relieved by Vernet; but the only vessel at the Island (the schooner Harriet) was, after a detention of three or four months, taken by Vernet to Buenos Ayres to suit his own purpose, and to transport his family and most of his effects.–

You will perceive, by one of the affidavits herewith enclosed, that an American citizen, by the name of Crawford,359 was deprived of food by Luis Vernet and his associates, and must have perished, if he had not been supplied by Captain Davison, by stealth, and contrary to Vernet’s orders. This man was, at one time, actually so weak, from the want of sustenance, that he could scarcely walk; and this was done to compel him to assist in the capture and plunder of his own Countrymen.–

The following is the preamble of an agreement, as it is called, between Luis Vernet and the shipwrecked crew of the Belville.

[Here he quotes the preamble of the contract of 8 September 1831, for which see Appendix A.22]

Whilst these outrages upon the persons and property of American Citizens were perpetrated, it was declared by them that they could not capture English vessels under similar circumstances, with the same propriety, and did not, in fact, attempt to do so.–

I am, Sir, very respectfully [etc.].

That first report by Duncan, for George Slacum, contained reflections on the illegality of Vernet’s use of the Harriet, and details of Vernet’s treatment of Americans. The next day, 3 February 1832, Duncan sent a despatch to US Navy Secretary Levi Woodbury with details of the people he had brought to Montevideo and on the two small ships he had found at Port Louis:360

U.S.S. Lexington / Off Monte Video, / River Plate, / February 3rd, 1832

Sir,

I arrived here yesterday from the Falkland Islands, and have now the honour to enclose duplicates of my communication to the Department of the 3rd December 1831 in relation to the capture of some of our sealing vessels at and about these islands.

In conformity to my intention, I proceeded to Berkeley Sound, East Falkland, in order to ascertain the facts in connection with these proceedings, and for the purpose of affording the proper protection to our Citizens and Commerce, and particularly protection to the American fisheries in the Southern Ocean.

Upon my arrival at Berkeley Sound, East Falkland, I investigated the matters in question; and found them to be of the most iniquitous and illegal character – I determined to break up and seize this band of pirates, many of whom had been sent from the prisons of Buenos Ayres and Montevideo, and were thus let loose to prey upon a peaceable and industrious part of our community – under the direction of Louis Vernet and Mathew Brisbane.

I have confined the individuals engaged in these transactions, that could be identified, and have besides brought off the whole of the population consisting of about forty persons, with the exception of some gauchers [sic] or horsemen, who were encamped in the interior, and are employed killing cattle.

But in taking this step I have consulted their own wishes and they have embarked on board the Lexington by general consent; they say they have been deceived by Vernet and others, who have kept many of them upon the Island contrary to their inclination, and they appeared [to] greatly rejoice at the opportunity thus presented of removing, with their families from a desolate region where the climate is always cold and cheerless and the soil extremely unproductive.

These individuals, some of whom have families, came from Buenos Ayres and Monte Video, also, and are principally Germans; they appear to be industrious and well disposed persons. I have landed a part of them in Monte Video, and intend sending the remainder to Buenos Ayres by the first conveyance. I have onboard as prisoners seven individuals who are charged with illegally capturing and plundering the schooner “Harriett”, as will appear by the affidavits of Captain G.R. Davison, late Master of the Harriett, and marked No 3. These men will be detained on board the Lexington until some orders shall have been [received] with respect to them from the Navy Department or the Senior Officer of the Brazil Station.

I found a schooner lying in Berkeley Sound (East Falkland), intended there is no doubt to have been fitted out to suppress our fisheries in the Southern Ocean.361 She had been sent from the United States for sale but the purchase not having been completed, I put on board of her Gilbert R. Davison, late master of the Schooner “Harriett”, and two additional seamen and directed her (with the concurrence of the Master) to proceed to the Island of Statenland for the relief of seven American seamen, who had been left there, without the means of subsistence, in consequence of the capture of their vessel, the schooner Superior, by Vernet.362 I found some guns lying near to the beach which I suppose were intended to have been put on board the schooner. All these men have declared it to be their intention to fit out a ship for the purpose of putting a stop to the American whale and seal fishery in these seas. The guns have been rendered useless for any hostile purposes.

I also found a small schooner on the coast of East Falklands, navigated by a part of the crew of the American schooner “Belville”, wreck’d on the coast of Patagonia. These men had built this small vessel or shallop of 20 to 30 tons after the loss of their vessel, and were seized and made prisoner by Vernet and his associates, and compelled to enter into their service. I supplied them with such articles as they were in want of, and after repairing and fitting out their vessel, I sent them to relieve their companions who had stayed fishing about the rocks and small islands, and then proceed to the coast of Brazil or the United States, as they would not be allowed to navigate the high seas without the necessary documents from some competent authority.363 See No 5. … The documents herewith enclosed are marked and numbered as follows: …364… I intend leaving this place for Rio de Janeiro in a week.

I have the honor to be, with the greatest respect, your obedient servant.






	The Honourable Levi Woodbury,

	Silas Duncan       






	Secretary to the Navy,

	Commander     







U.S.S. Lexington

Washington.

Woodbine Parish at once heard about the Lexington and her passengers, investigated the situation, and on 3 February, the same day as Duncan’s report to Woodbury, he wrote to Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston,365 as follows (he got some details wrong, as explained in the footnotes):366



Monte Video / 3rd February 1832.

My Lord,

Upon my arrival at this Port yesterday on my Voyage to England, I found the North American Corvette “Lexington” coming in upon her return from the Falkland Isles.

Captain Graham of His Majesty’s [fol. 80 verso] Ship “Rattlesnake”, now here, has been at my request on board, to obtain what information he could collect as to her proceedings there.

He found nearly all the Colonists on board: Eight367 of them as Prisoners, the rest of their own accord having requested to be conveyed to Monte Video upon the capture of their companions.– The Prisoners [fol. 81 recto] are the parties who were most active in the detention of the North American Vessels by Mr Vernet’s orders; the principal Person is Brisbane the Englishman368 whom I have before had occasion to mention in my Despatches upon the subject of these Islands.

They had fitted out, it appears after Vernet’s departure for Buenos [fol. 81 verso] Ayres, one of the detained Vessels as a Cruizer, in order more effectually to carry into execution his orders to prevent strangers from sealing in the neighbourhood.– On board this Vessel they were found,369 and seized by the boats of the “Lexington”, and the Commander tells Captain Graham that he intends to send them to the United States for [fol. 82 recto] trial as Pirates:– This charge, I apprehend, cannot be maintained, acting as they appear to have done under an authority from the Government of Buenos Ayres.

I have taken it upon myself to write a letter in favor of Mr Brisbane to Mr Slacum the North American Consul (who happens to be here on a visit from Buenos Aires) and [fol. 82 verso] to say to him that he is a person who has always conducted himself very properly as far as I know, and that I trust his previous good character will avail him as far as possible in his present circumstances.

This morning an arrival from the United States has a copy of the President’s Message,370 the substance of which as far as [fol. 83 recto] relates to this business, will probably induce the Commander of the “Lexington” before he takes further measures to await the arrival of the Minister who may be expected on his mission from the Government of the United States to that of Buenos Ayres, to treat generally upon this question.371

Captain Graham will send [fol. 83 verso] to Mr Fox any further particulars he may be able to collect.

I have the honor to be with great truth and respect,

 My Lord, / Your Lordship’s / most obedient / humble Servant / Woodbine Parish

The coincidental arrival of Woodbine Parish, the Lexington, and the news of President Jackson’s State of the Union Address in the course of two days, together with the chance presence of US Consul Slacum at Montevideo, speeded up the emergence of the dispute between Buenos Aires and the United States, and also its dissemination abroad. Parish was clearly not under the impression that Brisbane was a pirate, and Thomas Samuel Hood, the British consul at Montevideo, provided Brisbane with support against the charge of piracy, in the form of a letter stating that whatever Brisbane did was done under orders from the Buenos Aires government. Hood did not go into the question of whether those orders were rightful or not, but said that question was not Brisbane’s responsibility.372 Hood thus supported the US government’s view that it was the responsibility of the Buenos Aires government to ensure that justice was done.

12.41 Duncan releases the “non-prisoners”, sails to Rio; affidavits by the “non-prisoners”

That same day, Friday 3 February 1832, the day after his arrival at Montevideo, Duncan released all the “non-prisoners”, about 40 people. Most of the settlers boarded the Uruguayan river packet Flor del Río for Buenos Aires, presumably paying for their passage, and the Uruguayan government arranged with the US commercial agent that the same ship should transport the black slaves, who of course had no money of their own.373 On 7 February the Flor del Río arrived at Buenos Aires, where the slaves were put aboard the Buenos Aires government schooner Sarandí (also spelt Sarandý, Sarandy) pending a decision on their fate, while the others went ashore.374 The Sarandí later played an even more important role in the Falklands (12.82).

Immediately on landing at Buenos Aires, at 9 p.m. on 7 February, Henry Metcalf and William Dickson made a brief report on what had happened at Port Louis, also signed by the harbourmaster Francisco Lynch (Appendix A.26). Dickson made his statement in Spanish, but Metcalf made his in English through an interpreter, although he undoubtedly knew Spanish.

But Julio Grossy was destitute – he had lost money in the Falklands and was unable to pay for the passage, so he remained behind in Montevideo with his wife and their one surviving child. On 4 February he wrote a despairing letter to Louis Vernet via the Flor del Río, saying he was in Montevideo with his family waiting to cross to Buenos Aires on the first boat that would give him free passage. He was totally without funds; if he could have 300 to 400 pesos he would not have to sell his clothes to pay for the passage. He said he hoped later to go to make a living in Maldonado, where he had a friend.375 However, he reached Buenos Aires on 9 February with his wife and child aboard the Uruguayan packet-schooner Rosa,376 which had presumably offered him a free passage since there would have hardly have been time to receive funds from Vernet. On 9 February Metcalf and Dickson made affidavits on the events of the Lexington raid, and Grossy did the same on 10 February (extracts above, full texts in Appendix A.26).

On 15 February Duncan left Montevideo for Rio de Janeiro in the Lexington with the seven prisoners aboard: Mathew Brisbane, the Portuguese gaucho Jacinto Correa, the Spanish-speakers Dionisio Eredia [Heredia], Domingo Valleja [Ballejos, Pacheco], Juan Brasido [Placido] and Silvestre Núñez, and the Charrúa Indian “Manuel Antonio González”.377

12.42 The Buenos Aires proclamation, 14 February 1832

The news of the actions of Captain Duncan at Port Louis incensed General Rosas, and his government took steps to ensure that the public in Buenos Aires showed the proper level of indignation. A few days after the “non-prisoners” had provided the broad details, the Buenos Aires government issued a proclamation to inform the population of what had happened, at the same time announcing that Americans in Buenos Aires enjoyed official protection against any possible acts of reprisal (fig. 12.42a):378

The language of the proclamation is extreme, almost hysterical, but it is noteworthy that it does not say the houses at Port Louis were destroyed – it says Duncan “destroyed with rancorous fury the public property”, i.e. the muskets, cannons and powder. As pointed out in section 12.37, not a single contemporary account specifically says the buildings of the settlement were damaged – that idea is a myth originated and propagated by 20th-century writers, beginning with Julius Goebel.

Proclamation of the Government of Buenos Ayres. – 14th Feb. 1832

PROCLAMATION.

THE DELEGATE GOVERNMENT OF THE PROVINCE TO THE PEOPLE.

FELLOW CITIZENS!

(Translation.) The official details collected by the Government, have confirmed the truth of the scandalous acts, stated to have been committed in the Malvinas. The Commander of The United States’ Ship Lexington has invaded, in a time of the most profound peace, that, our infant Colony; destroyed with rancorous fury the public property, and carried off the effects legally deposited there at the disposal of our Magistrates. The Colonists being unexpectedly assaulted under a Friendly Flag, some of them fled to the interior of the Island; and others violently torn from their homes, or deluded by deceitful artifices, have been brought away and cast clandestinely upon the shores of the Oriental State,379 which now extends to them a generous hospitality; whilst others, Natives and Fellow Countrymen of ours, are conducted as Prisoners to The United States, for the ostensible purpose of being tried there. The unanimous burst of indignation which this outrage has produced in you, is fully justified; and the same feeling will doubtless be evinced by men of honor in every part of the World, when they hear of this transaction.

But, Citizens, it is as impossible that the Government of Washington should approve of such aggressions, as that your Government should tolerate them in silence. The former, acting up to the principles of moderation and justice which characterize it, will doubtless give satisfaction correspondent to the dignity of the 2 Republics. In the mean time, be assured that, whatever may he the issue of these unpleasant occurrences, your Government will maintain the inviolability of the Persons and Property of North American Citizens, with the same firmness as it will support its own rights, and in no case will stain itself with an ignoble reprisal of innocent men, who are under the safeguard of the national honor. 

JUAN RAMOS BALCARCE. 

Buenos Ayres, 14th February, 1832. 

MANUEL J. GARCIA.

12.42a Burst of indignation: the Buenos Aires proclamation of 14 February 1832.

There were only two sensible options for Buenos Aires: either to apologise for the losses caused to the American sealers, thus opening the way for an apology from the United States for the losses caused by the Lexington; or else to enter into negotiations with the United States to clarify the fundamental rights involved. Either of those options might eventually have led to an acceptance of certain rights of Buenos Aires in the Falklands. But moderation or conciliation were hardly to be expected in such an atmosphere of outrage – to apologise was unthinkable for General Rosas. He was not interested in sensible options but only in outright victory.

12.43 Buenos Aires suspends dealings with George Slacum

Rosas had decided to escalate the conflict, and on the day of the proclamation, 14 February 1832, the new Argentine deputy foreign minister Manuel García (instructed by Rosas, of course) wrote to US consul George Slacum informing him that the government was now breaking off relations with him:380

The undersigned, Minister of Foreign Relations, addresses Mr. George W. Slacum, Consul of the United States in this city, to inform him, that the Government, considering the remarkable irregularity of ideas and of language in the official notes of the Consul relative to the incidents in connection with the American fishing vessels along the coasts of the Malvinas Islands belonging to, and in possession of, this Republic, and the prejudices which their conduct has excited, especially after the unwarranted proceeding in the said Islands by the Commander of the United States War Ship, Lexington, and that the strong feeling which that action has aroused obliges it to remove with the greatest care all that directly or indirectly might aggravate the feelings or change the moderation and temperance with which negotiations between civilized and friendly Governments should be conducted, has judged it opportune, and conducive to such ends, to suspend all official relation with Mr. Slacum, who may name some person duly qualified to substitute for him in his Consular duties…

The idea that Slacum might appoint a deputy was absurd and unprofessional; that could only have been done by the US government. Slacum took no notice of the breaking of relations, and continued to correspond with García, sending him on 15 February a note informing him that Captain Duncan of the Lexington had announced that he would release the prisoners if the Buenos Aires government gave an assurance that the men had been acting under its authority.

García replied the same day, stating that Vernet had been appointed Political and Military Commandant of the Malvinas on 10 June 1829, and that consequently “the said Vernet and the individuals who served under his orders, can be judged only by their own authority”.381 That reply was illogical – if Vernet had been appointed Commandant it would be logical to say that he had been acting under the authority of the Buenos Aires government, rather than that he could only be judged by his own authority. Rosas was already trying to fudge the issue, or else was trying to place full responsibility upon Vernet.

On 16 February Slacum replied to García expressing his astonishment at the Buenos Aires government’s actions, and saying he had no idea what action on his part, after the visit of the Lexington to the Falklands became known, had led to that step. He concluded by saying he had received no instructions from his government to cease his Consular functions, nor was he authorised to appoint another person in his stead.382

12.44 News arrives in Buenos Aires and Washington, February 1832

Woodbine Parish and the Lexington had arrived at Montevideo on the same day, 2 February 1832; twelve days later on 14 February 1832 (the same day as the outraged proclamation was being posted in Buenos Aires and the government in Buenos Aires was breaking off relations with George Slacum), Slacum’s despatches of 23 November383 and 9 December384 1831 arrived in Washington announcing the arrival of the seized Harriet at Buenos Aires. His despatches had been slower than usual, which made matters worse – that of 23 November had taken almost three months. Secretary of State Edward Livingston thereupon at once wrote to the designated US envoy to Buenos Aires, Francis Baylies, that same day, 14 February 1832:385

Sir: Despatches have this day been received from Mr Slacum, our Consul at Buenos Ayres, by which it appears that one of the vessels captured by Vernet, the Harriet, had arrived as a prize at that place. She was claimed by Mr Slacum, with damages, but under pretence that the facts had not been examined into[,] she was detained at the date of his last letter, the 9th of December.

About the time of the arrival of the schooner, the United States’ sloop of war Lexington, Captain Duncan, put into Buenos Ayres, and after waiting some days for the answer of that Government, sailed, as we understand by advices from Montevideo, to the Falklands with the purpose (avowed to the Government of Buenos Ayres,) of protecting our commerce, and disarming the band whom Vernet had left with orders to seize all Americans who might be found there.

Should this purpose be executed, you are to justify it not only on the general grounds in your instructions, but on the further facts disclosed in the protest of the Captain of the Harriet, which show the lawless, and indeed piratical, proceedings of Vernet and his band – Imprisoning the crews – leaving part of them on desert islands – sending others to distant foreign ports – refusing them liberty to come with their vessel to the port where he sends her for condemnation – forcing others into his service – encouraging desertion from our vessels – robbing those which he seized of their cargoes, and selling them for his own use, without any form of trial or show of authority from the Government of Buenos Ayres for such acts – and, finally, robbing shipwrecked mariners of the United States, and forcing them, by threats, into his service. These facts, which are clearly stated in the protests, and the further characteristic of his settlement, that it is composed of deserters from our ships, and renegadoes from all nations, governed by no laws but the will of Vernet, show clearly that it is an establishment, dangerous to our commerce, which it is necessary in self-defence that we should break up. Whether the Government of Buenos Ayres have a title to the jurisdiction of the islands, or have not – if they have jurisdiction, they have no right to use it as in any way to interfere with our right of fishery, established by long usage; but above all to use it in the irregular manner stated in the affidavits…

You are particularly further instructed to use all your endeavors to prevent this incident from becoming an obstacle to the formation of a commercial treaty. And if no other expedient offers, you may insert an article declaring that not being able to agree, the subject is referred for future negotiation, but, in the mean time, we shall enjoy the right to the fisheries, as now practiced. This, however, is not to be resorted to unless it is found impossible to procure a treaty on any other terms…

The news of the seizure of the Harriet did not change American policy; Baylies’s general orders instructed him to justify US policy, and he could now do so in regard to the seizure of the Harriet as well as the Breakwater. Despite that, the US government still hoped to conclude a general commercial treaty with Buenos Aires. Livingston concluded by urging Baylies not to delay in proceeding to Buenos Aires – but it still took him over five months to get there.

12.45 The British government is informed of the Lexington raid386

The following day, 15 February 1832, the British Minister in Buenos Aires, Henry Fox, wrote to Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston with an account of the Lexington’s visit to the Falklands, very similar to Woodbine Parish’s account. He said:

It appears that the Commander of the Lexington, Captain Duncan, considered himself justified in having recourse to severe measures against Mr Vernet’s Colony, in order to prevent a repetition of piratical attacks upon [fol. 86 recto] the vessels of his Nation.

Fox also stated that Duncan had “destroyed the small fort which had been erected there”, which was incorrect – there was no fort at Port Louis, though there had been one under Bougainville and another under the Spaniards. Fox mentioned the arrival at Buenos Aires of President Jackson’s message announcing his intention “to send an additional naval force to this station, and to name a Minister to Buenos Ayres, for the purpose of settling the matter in dispute”, and added that “I shall consider it my duty to acquaint him with the state of His Majesty’s claims to the Sovereignty of the Falkland Islands, in order that His Majesty’s Rights may not be prejudiced by [fol. 90 recto] any arrangement which shall be entered into between the American and Buenos Ayrean Governments.” That was exactly what Fox later did in a long conversation with US envoy Francis Baylies (section 12.80).

12.46 The Harriet, Breakwater and Superior are declared lawful prize, February 1832

On 16 February 1832, as was to be expected, the Buenos Aires prize court ruled that the three ships seized by Vernet were lawful prize:387

Acts and Cases Heard: The right of the Argentine Republic to the possession and ownership of the Malvinas Islands and Coasts being incontestable, and considering the tenacious insistence with which the Captains of the North American ships known as the Schooners “Superior”, “Harriet”, and “Breakwater” continued in the fishing of amphibians upon the said coasts, even after the warning given to them by the political and military Commandant of the Establishment that they were to abstain from continuing with it; as a result of what has occurred the detention and confiscation of the said ships and their respective cargoes is declared lawful and just.

Dr. Jacinto Cardenas

The order and signature of the Prize Judge in Buenos Aires sixteenth of February one thousand eight hundred and thirty-two. /     [witnessed] Fernando Baez Escobar

In fact the Breakwater had escaped and the Superior was busy sealing, so only the Harriet was actually present to be condemned, but this judgement confiscated the three ships from their American owners, though only under Argentine law of course; neither the United States nor any other country accepted that the ships had been lawfully seized. In declaring the seizures lawful, the court confirmed an act by Louis Vernet in his official (Argentine) capacity, and thus ruled that under Argentine law the three ships were legally held by the Buenos Aires government. That hardened the international dispute between Argentina and the United States.

So the ball was now in the Buenos Aires government’s court: the Harriet remained at anchor under the government’s supervision, and Vernet was powerless to do anything. The normal course of events would have been for the government to arrange a sale, the proceeds of which would then be handed out to those who had made the seizure in proportion to their rank, with the government retaining a fee for doing so. Vernet would have got the lion’s share (probably the ship herself, as he no doubt hoped), and the others involved would have got something – Vernet had already paid two of them prize money, anticipating a good profit for himself (12.12). But to his mounting frustration, the government remained inactive and did not arrange a sale until later in the year, while the ship lay rotting at anchor.

The Lexington raid was a natural reaction by the United States to an aggressive act under the aegis of the Buenos Aires government, but prudent action by Buenos Aires could have put the United States in the wrong and opened the way for negotiations to end the Second Falklands Crisis before it escalated. Buenos Aires could have released the Harriet and disavowed the seizure, which would have dismayed Vernet but would have avoided a diplomatic disaster. In the event the government neither released the ship nor sold her, which reduced Vernet to despair, but at the same time Rosas refused to disavow Vernet’s actions, which caused a diplomatic crisis. This was quite different from the action taken by Buenos Aires in 1821 in implicitly dropping privateering after American complaints against David Jewett’s seizure of the US schooner Rampart (vol. 1, section 10.12), and from the apology by the British government and its disavowal of Governor Rennie’s actions in 1854 after the Germantown affair (16.35). General Rosas kept Argentina and the United States firmly on a collision course.

12.47 Slacum informs the US government – and hears the decision of the prize court

On 20 February 1832 George Slacum sent a despatch to US Secretary of State Edward Livingston enclosing copies of his recent correspondence with the government in Buenos Aires, together with copies of local newspapers, and presumably also a copy of the proclamation of 14 February, though he does not say so. He again pointed out that the Argentinians had not seized any British vessels and that the Buenos Aires government had no title to the islands, and added a postscript pointing out that the Lavalle government, which had issued Vernet’s appointment, was officially regarded as illegal by Rosas. As he was writing the postscript he heard that the Harriet and the other American ships had been declared lawful prize:388

SIR: I have the honor to transmit herewith, duplicates and originals in relation to our vessels captured at the Falkland Islands by orders of Lewis Vernet…

The extraordinary course pursued by this Government I sincerely hope will meet the immediate attention of the President; and that the sentiments and intentions expressed in his late message may be realized, is the earnest wish of every American here… I had gone to Montevideo, on pressing and important matters connected with my commercial establishment, to remain but a few days. A severe bilious fever, however, confined me to my room nearly a month, and in the meantime the Lexington arrived, entirely contrary to my expectations, as Captain Duncan’s last letter to me, states his intention of going [to] Rio de Janeiro from the Falkland Islands. The moment I knew the result of his visit to the Islands I hastened home, as was my duty, and four days after my return, I received the insulting letter from the Minister, dated 14th instant; copy now enclosed.–

You will perceive, Sir, that every measure has been resorted to by this Government to inflame the minds of the people; and the ridiculous and false statements in the accompanying Gazettes will give you proof of the assertion. Mr Fox, the English Minister, opposes the preposterous claim of this people, and his opinion is, that his Government will insist upon the entire breaking up of Vernet’s establishment and throwing the fisheries open, as heretofore, to all nations. You will understand, Sir, that no English vessel has been captured or molested. And why? They durst not do it. And at the moment of seizing upon our vessels, they knew they stood upon disputed territory, and for which they had not the title deeds. Sir, this Vernet has remained in those Islands upon sufferance; and he had been ordered by the British Consul here not to interfere with English vessels.389

I will conclude, Sir, by assuring you that if this signal outrage is passed over without immediate and ample satisfaction, we may bid adieu to all national respect and to all security for our Citizens and commerce. Trusting that you will excuse this hasty note, I have the honor [etc.].

N.B.– The decree to which the Minister refers, dated 10th June 1829, was passed during the short revolutionary Government of Lavalle, which, ever since, has been called “intrusive,” by the present, and almost all its acts declared null.390 The answer to Capt Duncan, too is an evasion. He asks the assurance of this Government that the prisoners on board his ship acted under its authority. The Minister says they acted under the decree of 10th June 1829.– A Gentleman has this instant stepped in to inform me that the vessels are condemned. This may be true, or not.– I should not be at all surprized if the persons at present in Power were ejected in the course of a few months; such is the unstable tenure by which they hold their office, and the unsettled state of the Public mind.–

Five days later on 25 February Slacum wrote two despatches to Livingston, in the first stating that “the Consulate of the United States no longer exists” and enclosing some Buenos Aires newspapers in which Rosas’s government had published Slacum’s official correspondence (a gross breach of diplomatic etiquette),391 and in the second saying he expected that President Jackson’s resolute reponse to the seizure of the Breakwater would cause General Rosas to be more circumspect in dealing with the United States, but would also cause him to take revenge on Slacum himself:392

… Fortunately the President’s Message reached here the day after the result of the Lexington’s visit was known; or I have no doubt some extraordinary measures would have been taken by the two men now in power. That part of the message which refers to the F. Island affair threw them into a good deal of consternation; and has been the cause of the course pursued toward me– Their object will now be to patch up the matter as well as they can (knowing the sentiments of the President) by attempting to sacrifice me… These people have no claim whatever to those Islands– Nor have they ever had an Officer or Soldier upon them – Vernet is an adventurer, and the Colony as they call it consisted of about 40 persons of all sorts privately hired and in his service– They call this a Republic, I assure you there is not on earth a more despotic Monarchy, the Governor is invested with extraordinary powers and his word is the law…

The Buenos Aires government had now severed all contact with George Slacum; there was now no official channel for any communications between the governments of Buenos Aires and the United States until Francis Baylies arrived four months later in June 1832.

12.48 The prisoners arrive at Rio; Duncan leaves the Lexington

On 2 March 1832 Master Commandant Silas Duncan arrived at Rio de Janeiro in the Lexington,393 and at once reported to Commodore George W. Rodgers, commanding the sloop USS Warren and commander of the US naval squadron in the South Atlantic. At Rio, Duncan received the news that his father-in-law, Philip Aylett King, had died, which necessitated his return to the United States. He wrote to Navy Secretary Levi Woodbury on 6 March resigning his command,394 and while he waited for instructions the seven prisoners were released from their irons but still kept aboard the Lexington. Duncan was succeeded as commander of the Lexington by Isaac McKeever (1791-1856), and Duncan left for the United States on 30 August 1832. He arrived at New York on 4 October and spent the next two years in semi-retirement, and died at White Sulpher Springs (Virginia) on 14 September 1834, aged only 46.395

The prisoners remained aboard the Lexington at Rio for over a month, though they had the liberty of the deck and in their affidavits expressed gratitude for their treatment by the crews of the Lexington (except for Duncan) and later the Warren (12.56 and Appendix A.26).

12.49 Vernet asks for a judicial investigation of the Lexington raid, March 1832

Louis Vernet had now been in Buenos Aires for four months; he was aghast at the news of the Lexington raid (which he had himself provoked, of course), and on 3 March 1832 he petitioned the minister for war and marine, Juan Ramos Balcarce, to appoint a judge to investigate Captain Duncan’s actions and the way in which Duncan had damaged Vernet’s interests and his “good name”.396 The seven prisoners were briefly questioned, but in the end nothing came of this, since Vernet’s private interests were soon submerged by the sharp international dispute between the United States and Buenos Aires over Vernet’s seizures of American ships and Duncan’s reaction.

12.50 The British chargé in Washington informs Britain about American intentions

Among the reports reaching the British government in early 1832 was a despatch to Lord Palmerston from the British chargé d’affaires in Washington, Charles Bankhead, dated 20 March 1832, passing on information received directly from US Secretary of State Edward Livingston:397

Copy                    Washington

No 26                      March 20. 1832.

My Lord,

I am informed by the Secretary of State, that measures have been taken with a view of putting an end to the Govt recently erected by one Vernet, in one of the Falkland Islands; under a pretended grant from the Govt of Buenos Ayres. It was under these circumstances that he took possession of one of them with the assistance of a party of a few hundred renegadoes composed of every Nation.

Some time since an American Vessel was taken, carried into Port, & condemned by Vernet. As soon [fol. 169 verso] as this outrage was known here, immediate measures were taken for procuring the release of the Vessel, and upon the arrival of the United States Sloop of War, Lexington, off the Island, Her Commander demanded the restitution of the Vessel, and gave notice that he should treat Vernet as a pirate, & destroy the establishment under his orders. I understand from Mr Livingston that the Govt of Buenos Ayres was duly apprized of these intentions, & a direct protest was made against the usurpation attempted by Vernet, under colour of authority from that Republick.

I am informed that H.M. [fol. 170 recto] Chargé d’affaires protested in 1829 against the pretensions of Buenos Ayres to the Sovereignty of the Falkland Islands. The Secretary of State asked me if I had received any intelligence from my Govt upon the Subject, & he begged that I would communicate to him what I might hereafter learn with respect either to the Question of Sovereignty of these Islands, or their temporary occupation by Vernet. I told Mr Livingstone [sic] that I should write to your Lordship, and that whatever you might be pleased to direct should be forthwith communicated to him. He declares that there is not the slightest intention on the part of the United States to establish themselves in any way on [fol. 170 verso] the Falkland Islands, but merely to punish the Self Styled Chief for his flagrant insult to the American Flag – / I have – / (signed) Charles Bankhead.

Bankhead was exaggerating in saying Vernet had occupied East Falkland with “a few hundred renegadoes”, but the rest of the despatch was accurate and up to date – the Lexington did not arrive in Rio till 2 March, so Bankhead was reporting Duncan’s announced intentions rather than his accomplished actions. However, the despatch was read without undue haste in London, and it was only forwarded on 11 July to R. W. Hay for the information of Viscount Goderich,398 Secretary of State for War and the Colonies.

Livingston’s statement that the United States did not intend “to establish themselves in any way on the Falkland Islands” may have been a relief to the British government, but governments are always distrustful of each other, and the remark implied merely that the US did not intend to set up a shore establishment. A naval presence was a different matter, and would have been of definite concern to Britain. That concern was increased by several reports arriving in London in the middle of 1832 (12.62, 12.76).

12.51 Life at Port Louis in 1832: the “Gauchos’ account of 1832”, I; voyage of the Dash

The visit of the Lexington had been somewhat traumatic for the inhabitants of Port Louis, though they had suffered no physical harm. After the Lexington left, life continued much as before, though with a smaller community. Ships continued to visit the settlement, most of whose captains were honourable; they did no harm and paid for the supplies they received. But there were a few exceptions who took cynical advantage of the straitened circumstances of the inhabitants, and who did far more harm than Captain Duncan.

On 30 January 1833, in Buenos Aires, a year after the Lexington left the islands, five of the gauchos who had remained at Port Louis gave a brief but eloquent account of the travails of the settlement in 1832, from January to about August. They were Joaquín Acuña, José Báez, Mateo González, Mariano López and Manuel Ruiz; they had been among those who fled into the “interior” of the island on the Lexington’s arrival, though they returned to the settlement and received certificates from Captain Duncan absolving them of blame in capturing American ships. Joaquín Acuña and Mateo González, with their women Juana and Marica, had left in the Sarandí in January 1833; Acuña, a Brazilian, had been taken on board the Lexington by Duncan in December 1831 but released. All were fairly recent arrivals in the islands; they are not recorded in any of Vernet’s papers, nor in Onslow’s or Helsby’s lists (chapter 13), so it seems certain that all five, with Juana and Marica, were among the people who arrived at Port Louis aboard the Elbe in July 1831, and that they all left aboard the Sarandí in January 1833.

López and Ruiz were taken aboard the Sarandí by Pinedo in November 1832 as a punishment for incorrigible idleness. Pinedo said Mariano López was a “mulatto” (a person of mixed race), and Ruiz had lost his left hand, which no doubt impeded his working as a gaucho.399 Presumably Juan Simon had complained to Pinedo that the men were slackers – in November 1832 Pinedo had hardly been there long enough to observe them. They were forced to work as members of the crew, and in January 1833 were taken in the Sarandí back to Buenos Aires, where Pinedo placed them at the disposal of the harbourmaster Francisco Lynch. They, and no doubt their companion José Báez too, had been expelled from the islands by Argentina.

At least one more of the five gauchos was regarded as a slacker: Joaquín Acuña had seemingly been put aboard the Sarandí by Mathew Brisbane, judging by a letter Louis Vernet wrote to Brisbane on 18 November 1833 (not knowing Brisbane was already dead): “You have done well to send Joaquin back again, idlers are of no use”.400 José Báez was likewise at Port Louis in December 1831; he fled with the other four (and apparently others too) into the interior of the islands when the Lexington arrived, and like the others received one of Duncan’s certificates. He is otherwise unrecorded, so a process of elimination leads to the conclusion that he was also one of the gauchos who arrived in the Elbe in July 1831 (11.84, 11.89); unlike López and Ruiz he is not mentioned in any of the Sarandí’s documentation, but he presumably left in the Sarandí with the other two – he would otherwise remain unaccounted for. All five were clearly back in Buenos Aires on 30 January 1833, the date of their account; Báez and González were also interrogated by Vernet in Buenos Aires in February 1833 as part of his projected court case against the capataz Juan Simon (13.25, 13.27).

All five were illiterate, so they kept no day-to-day record while they were in the Falklands, but their account was written down for them by Ventura Pasos in Buenos Aires in January 1833; since it refers only to 1832 I shall refer to it as the “Gauchos’ account of 1832”, and to its authors as “the five gauchos”. At least three of them were slackers, so their account has to be taken with a pinch of salt. It was published twice in Buenos Aires, in Spanish in the Gaceta Mercantil on 1 February 1833, and in instalments in English, slightly shortened, in the British Packet and Argentine News (BPAN) in February and March 1833. It seems likely that they gave their account as a response to a list of the debts they owed to Vernet, drawn up by Henry Metcalf on 27 January 1833 (13.22).401

The version given here is from the fuller manuscript English translation in the AGN dated 30 January 1833, in Vernet’s hand, presumably made by him for submission to the BPAN;402 it seems clear that he altered the text or added to it in places, following his own agenda of complaining about his losses. Except for some crossings-out it is here reproduced in full, divided into four sections: Part I in this section, and Parts II-IV in sections 12.57, 12.59, and 12.68, inserted at the appropriate chronological places.

Here is the “Gauchos’ account of 1832”, Part I:

[fol. 1 verso] After the departure of the Lexington we returned from the interior where we had taken refuge to the establishment, but always living [fol. 2 recto] in continual anxiety and uneasiness whenever any vessel arrived, fearing a repetition of the late scene of the false flag – we feared treason because now we could not distinguish a friendly from an unfriendly vessell– 

Notwithstanding what had happened our headman403 continued to employ us in the work as per orders from Mr Vernet principally in catching and taming wild horses up in the mountains, for which work he gave us seven silver Dollars per head.404 To preserve them the better, we swam them across to Long Island in the Bay of Berkeley Sound where there were also a quantity of sheep and swine, placed there some year previous [sic] by Mr Vernet, for being a good place for breeding of all sorts of domestic animals.– We had already a good stock of tamed horses, when one day the english cutter Susan Ann of London, Capt Robert Fergusen405 anchord near the Island.– Our headman fearing that from ignorance they might kill tame cattle went on board to inform the Capt that all he say [sic; recte “saw”?] on the island were tame animals, & had an owner, & that he consequently must kill none. Notwithstanding this warning he landed next day with men in several boats, killed some hogs & sheep & what was worse, he shot some of the newly tamed horses and wounded many more. The remainder through [sic] themselves into the water & gained the oposite shore, where uniting mixing with the wild horses, they were lost. Thus we lost in one moment the fruits of much labour & which horses were to have served us to follow up to more advantage our principal work the taming the wild cattle. The horses he took on board for food.

[fol. 2 verso] About two months after the departure of the Lexington, the American Schr Dash Capt Keating returned from without having effected the relief of the seven Americans left in Staten Land by the Superior, but previously following his business among the Falkland Islands he encountered in one of them the crew of a French Ship there wrecked to the number of about 40 persons406 all of which he brought to the establishment of Port Louis. They were there received and hospitably entertained by the Colonists till an English whale ship upon her return from the Pacific to England arrived the Capt of which offered them passage in his vessell which they accepted and left the place establishment very grateful for the assistance they had received. [fol. 3 recto] Capt Davison of the Harriet yet remained on board the Dash; he yet foll persisted in his custom as before in the time of the Lexington of laying hold of whatever he could under pretext of it being his, but this time he could not take any thing without doing it clandestinely. From the houses at the fishing place which stand alone & at that time were uninhabited he took such useful implements as he could find and a sail that had served for years as a covering whatever it might have been needed [sic].

He then went to the islands in the bay where he knew were kept a quantity of tame sheep & pigs belonging to the colonists & placed there for the purpose of increasing their which circum stock: of these animals he killed several & afterwards left the Port.

Ferguson’s and Davison’s actions in killing tame horses was exceptional, though Davison did at least have a genuine grievance against Port Louis. And plenty of tame horses remained.407

Captain Duncan had ordered Captain Oliver Keating of the Dash to bring a sealing crew and some hides from the western Falklands, then go to Statenland to rescue the Superior’s seven crewmen before sailing on into the Pacific. As the five gauchos mention, Keating rescued the sealing crew, plus the crew of a French ship wrecked in the islands (the Nouvelle Betsie), and brought all those men to Port Louis, apparently in late February or early March 1832, judging by their account.

Keating then set off for Statenland in the Dash to rescue the Superior’s men – neither he nor the gauchos knew they had been rescued by the Breakwater (12.18). Keating described the voyage of the Dash in a letter written on 1 June 1832 from Valparaíso, Chile, to Silas Duncan:408

Valparaiso June 1st 1832

Sir,

Agreeable to your request I have to inform you, that after leaving Port Lewis and relieving the sealing crew on the Western part of the Falkland Islands, I fel [sic] in with, & took on board my vessel, the crew of the French whaling ship, New Betsy, which vessel was lost on a reef on the Western part of the Islands. After an unsuccessful attempt to recover something from the wreck – I returned with them to Port Lewis, where I left them – From thence I proceeded direct to Statenland, where I found a letter which I enclose, as it may probably be of some advantage to you.

In passing the Straits of Magellan I fel in with the schooner Courier of Stonington, on board of which vessel Captain Davison took passage with his seal skins, expecting to meet a whaling ship, and return to the United States. Hoping that your promptness & alacrity in the protection of our commerce will be duly appreciated and rewarded. I remain sir,

                   With sentiments of respect

Silas Duncan Esqr,      Your most obedient servant

U States ship Lexington         Oliver Keating

Brazil Station

In that letter Keating enclosed the letter from P. J. Albertson, a crew member of the Superior, presumably one of her mates, dated 16 September 1831 (12.17, 12.18), which he had found on Statenland, no doubt in a bottle under a cairn of stones, and which revealed that the Superior’s crewmen had been rescued by the Breakwater after her escape.

Keating’s letter also reveals that Captain Gilbert Davison of the Harriet had by June 1832 transferred from the Dash to the sealer Courier to return to the United States. The five gauchos’ account shows that he was still aboard the Dash when Keating returned to Port Louis to land the shipwrecked French crew of the Nouvelle Betsie, but the Dash was bound for Valparaíso, where Davison did not want to go. Thus the meeting with the Courier after the visit to Statenland, perhaps around April 1832, was a lucky break for him, as she was bound for Stonington, where he did want to go. So he had transferred from the Dash to the Courier, taking almost 1200 sealskins with him, though he lost possession of most of them after losing a court case in 1835.409 He had a slow voyage; the Courier did not return to Stonington till 15 April 1833, so he was still aboard in January 1833, when she met up with HMS Tyne in the Falklands (13.7).

Ricardo Caillet-Bois gives a misleading account of these episodes – he says:410

Hospitality was a virtue not unknown to the Colony. Definitive proof of that was given by the shipwrecked crews of the Hope (English) and Belville [sic] (American), of the whaling frigates Nouvelle Betsie (French) and Potosí [sic] (American) and of the cutter Lively. Vernet and his men thus initiated the extremely honourable and noble task of salvage…

However, hospitality was universally given to shipwrecked mariners – the conduct of Vernet and his men was entirely normal, not especially virtuous. And he had imprisoned some of the crew of the Belleville (not the best form of hospitality), while the shipwrecks of the Nouvelle Betsie, the Potosi (as correctly spelt: see sections 12.57, 12.63) and the Lively did not involve Vernet’s hospitality – they occurred after he left the islands.

12.52 William Langdon and his grant of land in the Falklands

The retired Royal Navy Lieutenant William Langdon (1790-1879) had briefly visited Port Louis in 1827 while Louis Vernet was still away (vol. 1, section 11.34), and again in his ship Thomas Lawrie in late October 1831, when Vernet had been present and had sold him the title deed to the piece of land Vernet called “Section No 3” on his English map (12.23). On his return to Britain Langdon wrote to the British government on 20 January 1832 informing them that Vernet would have no objection to British sovereignty in the islands, and enclosed the enormous contract Vernet had given him,411 hoping to have his title confirmed by the British government. Viscount Goderich, Secretary of State for War and the Colonies, instructed Under-Secretary of State R. W. Hay to send it on to Sir George Shee412 at the Foreign Office for the information of Lord Palmerston, with the following covering letter:413

Sir /          Downing Street / 25th Feb. 1832.

I am directed by Viscount Goderich to transmit to you for the information and consideration of Viscount Palmerston a copy of a letter which has been received from Mr Langdon, a Lieutenant of the Royal Navy, enclosing a grant which has been made to him of a tract [fol. 98 verso] in the Eastern Falkland Island by Don Lewis Vernet, in the assumed character of “Governor of the Falkland Islands and adjacencies,” and by virtue of the authority committed to him by the Republick of Buenos Ayres.

Lord Palmerston will observe that this Grant, dated in October 1831, has emanated from Don Lewis Vernet, a considerable time after the Protest which His [fol. 99 recto] Majesty’s Chargé d’affaires at Buenos Aires had (in December 1829)414 in conformity with his instructions delivered to the Government of that State against the pretensions of the Republick to exercise Rights of Sovereignty over the Falkland Islands, and as it appears that no notice has been taken by that Government of His Majesty’s Protest, and that the Act exercised by Don Lewis Vernet [fol. 99 verso] is derogatory to His Majesty’s Rights, I am instructed to request that you will suggest for Lord Palmerston’s consideration the propriety of directing His Majesty’s Chargé d’affaires at Buenos Ayres to demand the immediate and formal revocation of any Commission or Authority which may have been granted by the Republick to Don Lewis Vernet to exercise the powers of Government in the Falkland [fol. 100 recto] Islands.

I am, / Sir / your most obdt / humble servant / RW Hay

Lord Goderich replied to Langdon (via Hay):415

Copy                    Downing Street / 29 February 1832.

Sir,

Having laid before Viscount Goderich your letter of the 20th ulto, with the paper therein enclosed which you have submitted to his Lordship’s consideration, as purporting to be a grant made to you of a tract or tracts of land in the Falkland Islands, under the hand and seal of Don Lewis Vernet in the alleged capacity of Governor of those Islands and Adjacencies,”– 416 I am directed by his Lordship to acquaint [fol. 142 verso] you in reply that H.M’s Govt neither recognises the official character of Don Lewis Vernet, nor the right of the Government of Buenos Ayres to exercise, or to delegate to any person to exercise, the powers of Government or any authority whatever in the Falkland Isles, over which on the contrary His Majesty claims and continues to assert the Rights of Sovereignty.

You will understand [fol. 143 recto] therefore, that Lord Goderich must decline furnishing you with any suggestion or advice in regard to the said Grant; nor does his Lordship feel himself called upon to state whether in the event of His Majesty resuming the practical exercise of His Rights of Sovereignty over these islands, such Grant would be confirmed or annulled. You must act in this manner entirely at your own hazard. / I am &c~~ / (signed), RW Hay

And as Goderich had requested, Palmerston wrote to Fox three weeks later instructing him to demand that the Buenos Aires Government divest Vernet of his authority:417

Draft                           F.O. March 22. 1832

Mr Fox / No 2.



Sir,

I herewith inclose Copies of a letter and its Inclosure, recently addressed to my Office by direction of Viscount Goderich, upon the subject of the Falkland Islands.–

It appears from this communication, that notwithstanding the formal protest made in 1829 by the British [fol. 144 verso] Chargé d’Affaires at Buenos Ayres in the name of His Majesty, and by which H.M.’s Right of Sovereignty to the Falkland Islands was distinctly made known and declared to the Govt of Buenos Ayres, and notwithstanding that the Govt of Buenos Ayres has never at any time not in Reply attempted to deny that Right, nor alleged any claim of Right on their its own part, yet nevertheless, that that Govt has [fol. 145 recto] made a grant of these Islands to M. Lewis Verney [sic], thereby assuming the Exercise of a Right which does not belong to it, and infringing upon & violating the just rights of H.M.

The grounds upon which H.M’s Rights of Sovereignty rests,418 have been already sufficiently set forth in Mr Parish’s Protest of 19th Novr 1829 and it is [fol. 145 verso] not necessary for you on this occasion to repeat them, but you are now instructed with reference to that Protest, to demand from the Govt of Buenos Ayres the formal and immediate revocation of any Authority or Commission which it may have granted to Don L. Vernet, or to any other persons, to Exercise any Powers [fol. 146 recto] of Govt in the Falkland Islands.– /  P.

Palmerston evidently believed that the “grant” of the islands to Vernet was made subsequent to, and in defiance of, Britain’s protest of 1829, but in fact his grant of land dated from January 1828, and his appointment, whatever its legality, from 10 June 1829 – Britain’s protest of 19 November 1829 had been a response to his appointment, not the other way round. Fox wrote back on 31 May 1832 pointing out the misunderstanding, but his despatch arrived at the Foreign Office just after the decision to reaffirm Britain’s claim had been taken.419

Fox did not act on Palmerston’s instruction, since by the time it arrived the Buenos Aires government was locked in dispute with Francis Baylies; Fox was reluctant to intervene and make it possible for the Argentinians to play off Britain against America,420 and as things turned out, it would not have made any difference to the eventual outcome even if Fox had demanded the revocation of Vernet’s authority. Some six weeks later on 7 May the British government received intelligence of what was going on in Buenos Aires (12.62).

12.53 Livingston and Woodbury write to Baylies and Duncan; praise for Duncan’s action

Captain Duncan’s report of 3 February from Montevideo (12.40) arrived in Washington around 3 April 1832, so the US government now knew what he had done in the Falklands back in January. That day Secretary of State Edward Livingston sent Francis Baylies further instructions, to await his arrival in Buenos Aires (where he did not in fact arrive till early June):421

SIR: The Department has received intelligence which will have met you on your arrival at Buenos Ayres, of what was done by Captain Duncan at the Falkland Islands. It is proper you should, as soon as possible, know that the President has signified to Captain Duncan that he entirely approves of his conduct under the circumstances which he details.

According to that statement, the proceedings of Vernet and his band, have no circumstance that can distinguish them from piratical acts. Vessels, the property of our citizens, were forcibly seized – the crews imprisoned – the cargoes plundered – the seamen forced by starvation to enter the service of the captors – and even property saved from shipwreck seized and appropriated to their use. The nature of the establishment, without any legal organization, and its population composed of deserters from all nations, and the inability, or neglect, of the country, (whose citizens they claimed to be,) to restrain their excesses, made it proper and necessary to break it up, and deprive it of the means of annoying our commerce. You will, therefore, justify the acts of Captain Duncan to the Buenos Ayres Government:

  1. In seizing and sending to the United States the persons most active in the outrage against our citizens to be tried as pirates – the acts of which they are guilty coming strictly within the definition of that crime. Even if they had (which they had not,) authority to seize vessels which had infringed the laws of the Republic for the protection of their fisheries, they are pirates for making them the color for an unlawful appropriation to their own use without the form of trial.422

  2. In depriving the establishment of the means of a future annoyance to our commerce. This right is a corollary from that of seizing the offenders.

  3. The removal of the inhabitants. This being done at their own request cannot be considered an injury.

Independently of the necessity of taking these measures from the nature of the aggressions, and the great amount of property at stake, you will justify it from the refusal to give any orders to prevent the evil, when Captain Duncan and our Consul made application before the Lexington sailed from Buenos Ayres for the Falklands Islands.

If the men taken by Captain Duncan should not have been sent on for trial before this reaches you, you will inform the Government that they will go with a vessel to be despatched for that purpose; and you will expedite them accordingly, unless you should find a disposition to enter into an arrangement – by which, on the one hand, full reparation shall be made to our citizens who have been injured, and a stipulation not to interfere with our fisheries in the extent they have heretofore been enjoyed – and, on the other, the restoration of the prisoners – which arrangement you are authorized to conclude.  I am [etc.]

In the end Brisbane and the other six prisoners were not sent to the United States to be tried for piracy, perhaps because the chief offender, Louis Vernet, had not been captured.

The next day, 4 April 1832, Navy Secretary Levi Woodbury wrote to Silas Duncan, saying: “Under the circumstances detailed in your letter, the President of the United States approves the course which you pursued, and is much gratified at the promptness, firmness and the efficiency of your measures”.423 Though Duncan had acted on his own initiative, he had fulfilled US government policy to the letter and reinforced the view of the United States that the Falkland Islands were open and free to all. The US government did not change that view until the mid-1870s (vol. 3, section 18.39).

12.54 The voyage of the Tula and Lively, IV:424 course set for the Falklands for repairs

Meanwhile John Biscoe was still engaged in his gruelling voyage around Antarctica in the Tula and the Lively. On 15 February 1832 he named part of Antarctica “Adelaide Land” after Queen Adelaide, wife of William IV, who had become king on 26 June 1830 in succession to his brother George IV. After naming the Biscoe Islands and the Pitt Islands, he reached the South Shetlands in early March 1832, having performed the third circumnavigation of Antarctica. He still found no seals, and during a storm in April the Tula was damaged and lost her rudder, forcing her crew to abandon ship and take refuge on board the Lively, but they managed to board her again and fit a jury rudder. After those travails, they set course back to the Falklands to seek refuge and effect repairs – at that time Port Louis was the most southerly point in the world inhabited by Europeans and hence the nearest place to Antarctica at which ships’ crews could undertake repairs in safety.

12.55 The prisoners are taken from Rio to Montevideo; Mathew Brisbane’s Lexington log

After the Lexington arrived at Rio de Janeiro on 2 March 1832 the seven prisoners from the Falklands (Mathew Brisbane, the Portuguese gaucho Jacinto Correa, and the Spanish-speakers Dionisio Eredia, Domingo Valleja, Juan Brasido, Silvestre Nuñez and “Manuel Antonio González”) were at first kept aboard, though they were released from their irons.425 On 30 March Commodore George Rodgers sailed to Montevideo in the USS Warren, in company with the schooner USS Enterprise and the Lexington, the latter now commanded by Isaac McKeever. The three ships reached Montevideo on 11 April, and on 16 April the seven prisoners were transferred from the Lexington to the Warren, which then sailed to Buenos Aires.426

At some time during his captivity aboard the Lexington, Mathew Brisbane obtained access to the ship’s logbook – one presumes after Captain Silas Duncan had resigned his command in March 1832 and also after Commodore Rodgers had released him from his irons on 25 March. On some pages from a pocket account book, Brisbane hastily scribbled some passages from the Lexington’s log – did he perhaps sneak access to the log when no one was looking? His version is different from the fair copy in the United States National Archives (the “USNA copy”), which strongly suggests that he was copying from the “deck log” (in Royal Navy usage the “ship’s log”), i.e. the log written by the officers of the watch in real time as events occurred. The “deck log” apparently no longer survives and was no doubt somewhat different from the USNA copy, which is the “captain’s log” and is clearly a fair copy (text in Appendix A.25). Towards the end he carried on writing brief notes of events without reference to the Lexington’s log – he simply noted his personal experiences, no doubt intending them for future reference in complaining against his treatment by Silas Duncan. Those experiences unambiguously identify Brisbane as the writer of the text; it is in the same handwriting as the 1833 Port Louis log (13.31 and Appendix A.32), and contains some of the same misspellings (“moderat”, “carpanter”, “employd”), all of which confirms beyond doubt that Hand B in the 1833 Port Louis log is Brisbane. Perhaps intending to use his copy for making some legal complaints ashore, he (partly) converts the Lexington log’s nautical day into the civil day. 

Here is the full text of what I call “Brisbane’s Lexington log”:427



Abstract

At Sea Decr 27th 1831

At 6″30 discoverd a small sail in shore shortend sail and hoisted a signal for Pilot 428 and hove to on the larboard tack, at 7 sent the 4th Cutter to the schooner and brought her Alongside and took her in tow at 9″30 sent two officers and twelve men on board the schooner and dispatched her for Berkleys sound, At 10″15 filld away and made sail again at 12 standing in for Berkleys sound the Schooner In Company in shore of us. Lat″ 51″33 S.

Sunday 28th

At 12″15 took in all sail and Came to in 10 fathoms Watter Near Gote goat Island Island [sic] with Both Bours429 gave 75 fathoms on the starboard & 60 on the Larboard Cable430

[p. 2] At 3″30 PM the Schooner anchord close to us sent her the end of a hauser and mourd her Astern 8 PM fresh Gales Ver from the NW Veerd out to 95 fathoms the Starboard & 80 on the Larboard Cable bent the Sheet Anchor Cable housed Top Gt Masts.

Do 29th

this 24 hours fresh Gales from the SW and squaly with hail at 2″20 sent Top Gt Masts on deck

do 30th

Winds and Weather throughout as yesterday Vessel riding heavey

do 31st

Commenced with fresh Breezes from the S.W. and squally with hail and rain at 6.A.M. Calld all hands to unmoor ship Weiged Weighed and made [p. 3] Sail and stood in for the harbour At 10″15 sent the Schooner with 2 officers and 15 men ashore At 11″30 came to anchor in 4 fathoms Watter at 11″45 sent the Gig and 4th cutter on shore crew armed at 12 Mr Brisbane and Mr Metcalf were brought on board at 1 P.M. the Gig and 4th Cutter came alongside with 20 men and one Woman with a young child from the Island at 8″30 got out the lanch431 and landed several of the Inhabatence [sic] also Mr Metcalf again with a Lutenent and party of Marines and sailors armd,) 432

Jany 1st 1832 433

the Newyear was commenced with punishment – Morn the Sailors and Marines returned on board from the settlement.

2d Carpanters Employd repairing the Shallop a party of Marines armed on shore also – –

3d Carpanters Employd as yesterday – – –

4th Employd as yesterday

[p. 4]        Janry 5th 1832

Carpanter and sail Makers Employd on shore on the Shallop, lanch Wattering

6th

Moderat breezes from the NW Employd as yesterday arrived an American Brig in the harbour – – ––

7th Employd as yesterday

8th

Employd as yesterday fired a salute of 21 guns in honor of the Battle of New Orleans –– –––– –––– –––

9th Nothing remarkable –

10th put two men on board the Dash Capt Keating he being short handed

11th Moderat and fine throughout

12th Commenced with fresh breezes from the NW at 4.30 PM came to an anchor the British Brig Vulture 61 days from Gibralter Bound [p. 5] to Valaparaso having sprung a leak put in to repair –

the 13th and 14th nothing on board worthy of remark – – 15th the American Brig left the harbour – 19th Captn July wife and Child came on board with there lugage

21st Mr Metcalf the Germans and slaves came on board 22d 434 Dickson and slave came on board

22d at 6 AM got underway for Montevideo

Feby 2d anchord in Montevideo

3d put Captn July wife Nephew and Germans on shore with the other passangers Metcalf and Negros Exepted

4th put Metcalf and Negros on board the packet bound to buenos ayres

6th got Underway and proceeded up the river to Watter in Company with HBM ship Rattlesnake

On the 9th anchord again In Montevideo

[p. 6] Feby 15th got underway for Rio – Janero.

March 1st Came to Anchor outside the fort Sta Cruz and next day anchord in the harbour

13 the Ameri schooner Enterprize Comdr Rogers Anchord in the Port

23d was put in Irons

25th was Relised by the Commodore

30th Sailed In Company with the Warren and Enterprize for Montevideo and Buenos Ayres

April 11th at 4 PM anchord In Montevideo

do 16th at 9 AM was sent on board the Warren with the other six prisoners and saild for Buenos Ayres In Company with the Schooner Enterprize, on the 18 Anchor off Buenos Ayres at noon,

19th got underway and Stood Closer in[,] one Boat on shore435

Reading between the lines of Brisbane’s account, one presumes that he began making his abstract from the Lexington’s log in the hope that he might find incriminating evidence against Captain Duncan, but in the event he found none and stopped copying, though he continued writing, entering his own personal experiences instead of the text of the log. His sworn statement made on arrival at Buenos Aires (Appendix A.26) seems to contain nothing taken directly from these notes – they were seemingly of no use to support his complaints against Duncan. Brisbane’s Lexington log is thus principally of interest in confirming beyond doubt that Brisbane is “Hand B” of the “1833 Port Louis log”, in adding a few details (such as the signal “for pilot”), and in offering a slightly different account of the chronology of events during the Lexington’s visit to Port Louis.

12.56 The prisoners taken back to Buenos Aires

The Warren arrived at Buenos Aires on Tuesday 24 April 1832, and Rodgers at once wrote to Buenos Aires acting foreign minister Vicente López, making it clear that he held the government responsible for what had happened. His letter was published four days later on the front page of the English-language British Packet and Argentine News (BPAN):436



UNITED STATES CORVETTE WARREN,

Buenos Ayres, 24th April, 1832.

The undersigned Commander of the naval forces of the U. States upon this station has the honor to salute His Ex. the Minister of Foreign Affairs of the state of Buenos Ayres, and inform him that on his arrival at Rio Janeiro to assume the command, the undersigned found in that port the ship-of-war Lexington, with the individuals which Captain Duncan had arrested in the Falkland Islands, charged with having taken part in the illegal capture of some American vessels engaged in the seal fishery in the neighbourhood of those Islands, and for various other unauthorized acts.

It appears that Capt. Duncan previous to his departure from B. Ayres, wished to ascertain whether the persons alluded to acted under authority of this Government, but not being able to obtain any official declaration upon the subject, he believed that circumstances justified him in considering them as acting without legal authority. He in consequence felt it his duty to proceed to the Falkland Islands, in order to give protection and aid to his fellow-citizens, in the exercise of a right which they had hitherto before enjoyed without interruption or dispute; and to treat as pirates the persons who had been guilty of the outrages in question. And Capt. Duncan was strongly induced to the adoption of this measure, from his certain knowledge of the fact, that the aggressions complained of were committed exclusively upon the commerce and citizens of the U. States of America. After this event, the Government of B. Ayres has officially declared that the establishment at the Falkland Islands was under its special protection, and that the individual in charge of it acted under its special authority, therefore this Government is responsible for the improper conduct of its agents.

The undersigned considers that after this declaration, the persons arrested by Captain Duncan are no longer responsible, (except to their own Government,) for their proceedings in the above mentioned outrages. He will therefore set them at liberty, and will put them on shore at B. Ayres, at the disposal of this Government, as soon as he is informed to whom he is to deliver them. The undersigned on adopting this measure proceeds without instructions from his Government, but believes it will be perfectly in accordance with the sentiments which animate it towards the Government of B. Ayres, and hopes that the Minister will consider this act, as a proof of his desire to maintain a good understanding between both nations.
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