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David Jewett’s visit to the Falklands, 1820-21: no valid “possession-taking” 
Graham Pascoe 

 

 

 

1. David Jewett (1772-1842), from Frederic Clarke Jewett, History and Genealogy of the Jewetts of 

America…, New York 1908, vol. I, opp. p. 334. Original caption: “ADMIRAL DAVID JEWETT IN 

BRAZILIAN UNIFORM: Photographed by Waldo & Jewett from a painting taken from life”. 

This portrait depicts Jewett after 1822, when he left Argentina for Brazil and became an enemy of Argentina. 

It has been reproduced in many Argentine works, always without its source. 
 

 November 2020 marks the 200th anniversary of a well-known but thoroughly misunderstood 

non-event in the history of the Falkland Islands – the purported “possession-taking” of the islands 

by Captain David Jewett on behalf of the newly independent United Provinces of the River Plate 

(which later became Argentina). This article reveals what really happened and explains why 

Jewett’s “possession-taking” was invalid in international law.
1
 

 David Jewett was born in New London, Connecticut, in 1772; the bare facts of his life were 

published in 1908 in two brief entries in a monumental 2-volume, 1197-page work on family 

history by a later relative, Frederic Clarke Jewett, in which he is no. 1715 out of 11,042 Jewetts 

listed.
2
 F. C. Jewett’s account was later expanded by Laurio Destéfani,

3
 Mario Tesler

4
 and José 

Antonio da Fonseca Figueira,
5
 all of whom perpetrate or introduce serious errors. 

                                                 
1
 This article is a combined and summarised version of parts of two works by Graham Pascoe: Falklands Facts and 

Fallacies (Luton 2020), and The Falklands Saga (forthcoming). 
2
 Frederic Clarke Jewett, History and Genealogy of the Jewetts of America: A record of Edward Jewett, of Bradford, 

West Riding of Yorkshire, England, and of his two emigrant sons, Deacon Maximilian and Joseph Jewett, settlers of 

Rowley, Massachusetts, in 1639, also of Abraham and John Jewett, early settlers of Rowley, and of the Jewetts who 

have settled in the United States since the year 1800, New York 1908, vol. I, pp. 197, 334. 
3
 Laurio Destéfani, “Toma de posesión de las Islas Malvinas” [“The possession-taking of the Malvinas Islands”], in La 

Nación, Buenos Aires, 21 March 1965. 
4
 Mario Tesler, Malvinas: Como EE. UU. provocó la usurpación inglesa [“Malvinas: How the US provoked the English 

usurpation”], Buenos Aires 1979, footnote pp. 37-41. 
5
 José Antonio da Fonseca Figueira, David Jewett; una biografía para la historia de las Malvinas [“David Jewett; a 

biography for the history of the Malvinas”], Buenos Aires 1985. 
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2. David or Daniel? Jewett’s original signature. 
 

 
 

3. Daniel or David? Jewett’s signature copied by an official, both from Archivo General de la Nación 

(AGN), Buenos Aires, X, 5-1-2, Marina Corsarios 1812-1815; documents not individually numbered. 
 

 
 

4. Jewitt or Jewett? Jewett’s signature at the end of page 13 of his “Letter 3” (AGN X, 5-1-3). 
 

 Some documents and books from the 19th to the early 21st century call him “Daniel Jewitt”, an 

error which seems to have originated from a misreading of his handwriting – figures 2 and 3 show 

how the confusion between “David” and “Daniel” may have arisen, and in some of his surviving 

signatures the surname may be read as “Jewitt” (fig. 4). 

 Louis Vernet spelt the name “Daniel Jewitt” in his “Report” of 10 August 1832 to Manuel 

Vicente Maza, acting foreign minister of the Province of Buenos Aires, and the incorrect name 

became a tenacious myth, since Maza included it in the “Colección” issued by the Buenos Aires 

government in Spanish and English, which was soon printed in Britain too.
1
 

 Vernet’s “Report” thus achieved wide currency. Unfortunately it gave a thoroughly erroneous 

account of Jewett’s visit to the Falklands, which has been followed by many later writers, 

Argentinian, American, and British, and by Argentina at the United Nations. They all relied on later 

accounts based on Vernet’s “Report”, and then copied inaccurately from each other. They remained 

ignorant of important details in ships’ logbooks, and they failed to realise how different episodes 

were related. It is time to set the record straight and tell the true story. 

 David Jewett had a successful career as a captain in the US navy and as a privateer in the War of 

1812,
2
 but the advent of peace at the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 was a disaster for him as 

                                                 
1
 [Anon.], Colección de Documentos Oficiales con que el Gobierno Instruye al Cuerpo Legislativo de la Provincia del 

Origen y Estado de las Cuestiones Pendientes con la República de los E[stados] U[nidos] de Norte América sobre las 

Islas Malvinas [“Collection of Official Documents with which the Government Instructs the Legislature of the Province 

on the Origin and State of the Issues Pending with the Republic of the United States of North America on the Malvinas 

Islands”], henceforth “Colección 1832”; simultaneously published in English as Papers Relative to the origin and 

present state of the questions pending with the United States of America on the subject of the Malvinas (Falkland 

Islands)…, both Buenos Aires 1832. Text headed “Informe del Comandante Político y Militar de Malvinas” (henceforth 

Vernet’s “Report”), in Spanish in Colección 1832, fols. 32 recto to 55 recto; in English as “Report of the Political and 

Military Commandant of the Malvinas” in Papers Relative…, and also in Britain in British and Foreign State Papers 

(BFSP) vol. XX, 1832-1833, London 1836, pp. 369-436; facsimile of BFSP text in Raphael Perl, The Falkland Islands 

Dispute in International Law and Politics, London/ Rome/ New York 1983, pp. 211-278; all quotes here from BFSP. 
2
 Da Fonseca Figueira 1985, pp. 20-21; 24-30; fn. 16, p. 32. 
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well as for thousands of British and American servicemen, who found themselves unemployed as 

armed forces were run down from their wartime levels. Some of them looked for work as 

mercenaries where there was still fighting, especially in South America, where emerging 

independent countries first fought against the colonial power, Spain, then turned on each other in a 

complex series of wars that also involved Brazil. Thus it came about that the navies of Chile, Brazil 

and Argentina were founded and for a long time largely manned by British and American seamen. 

 One of them was David Jewett, who went to Buenos Aires to offer his services to the United 

Provinces of the River Plate (later Argentina), which was at war with Spain. On 21 June 1815 the 

United Provinces gave him a privateering commission licensing him to attack Spanish ships, with 

the proviso that Spanish property found under the flags of Britain or the United States was to be 

respected. He captured at least five Spanish ships, and returned to Buenos Aires in 1817.
1
 

 It was during the year 1817 that the story of the complex events in the Falklands in 1820 

actually began: on 17 September 1817 the French 22-gun corvette Uranie of 350 tons, commanded 

by a 38-year-old nobleman, Louis-Claude de Saulces de Freycinet (1779-1842), left Toulon on a 

round-the-world exploring voyage. 

 Almost a year later on 23 August 1818 the 266-ton American sealing ship General Knox, 

commanded by William B. Orne, left her home port of Salem, Massachusetts, in company with the 

40-ton shallop (small schooner) Governor Brooks, for a voyage of almost three years killing seals, 

which was at the time a highly profitable industry. Orne later acquired a second shallop, perhaps 

called Penguin. Unlike most sealing ships, which normally visited several sealing grounds, Orne’s 

three vessels remained entirely in the Falklands, where they spent over two years from late 1818 to 

early 1821.
2
 The shallops moved around the islands as “tenders”, their crews killing seals and 

taking the skins and oil to the General Knox, which remained at anchor at West Point Island in the 

north-west Falklands. During that time various visitors to the islands who later became famous 

encountered Captain Orne and his vessels. 

 In early 1819 the British made an important discovery in the Antarctic Ocean south of the 

Falklands – the South Shetland Islands (which were also known as “New [South] Shetland”).
3
 They 

were first seen on 19 February by William Smith, captain of the British brig Williams, on a voyage 

to the Pacific, who noted the vast numbers of seals in the area. On his return voyage he saw the 

islands again and on 16 October 1819 he sent a boat ashore and claimed them for George III.
4
 

 The news of this new sealing ground spread fast ‒ it meant a bonanza for sealing captains if they 

moved fast enough. There ensued a veritable run of ships to the South Shetlands, some of which 

called at the Falklands on the way, but it took them a long time to get there. In late 1819 news of the 

discovery reached Buenos Aires, where there was a growing and enterprising community of British 

merchants, some of whom chartered the brig Espirito Santo, with a mainly British crew and a 

British master (navigating officer), Joseph Herring, and sent her to the South Shetlands. The 

Espirito Santo was the first sealing ship to get there, and on Christmas Day 1819 some of her crew 

landed on Rugged Island, raised the Union Jack and claimed the islands for Britain (not knowing 

that they had already been claimed in October by Captain Smith of the Williams).
5
 Another ship that 

reacted quickly to the news was the 131-ton brig Hersilia from Stonington, Connecticut. Her 

captain was James P. Sheffield, whose second mate was the 20-year-old Nathaniel Brown Palmer 

                                                 
1
 Da Fonseca Figueira 1985, p. 43, 44-47, 50-52, 58, 134, fn. 1. The Argentine naval historian Ánjel Justiniano 

Carranza (1834-99) refers to at least five Spanish ships that Jewett captured, in Campañas Navales de la República 

Argentina, vol. III, Buenos Aires 1916, p. 221; new ed. 1962 vol. II, p. 211. 
2
 Kenneth J. Bertrand, Americans in Antarctica, New York 1971, pp. 115-116. Orne collected 5,000 sealskins and 600 

barrels of oil from the Falklands, and returned to Salem on 5 June 1821 (Bertrand 1971, p. 116). 
3
 R.J. Campbell, The Discovery of the South Shetland Islands, 1819-1820…, London 2000, pp. 3-4, 46; Bertrand 1971, 

p. 42, and Alan Gurney, Below the Convergence…, London 1997, pp. 173-4, 191. 
4
 Account in this paragraph mostly from Gurney 1997, pp. 152-157, and Campbell 2000, pp. 40-43, 201. 

5
 Gurney 1997, p. 158; Campbell 2000, p. 187. Campbell prints (pp. 190-191) the full text of Herring’s account dated 3 

July 1820, from the Imperial Magazine for August 1820; he does not mention the Falklands. 
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(1799-1877), later a noted Antarctic explorer. Sheffield put in at the Falklands and learnt of the 

South Shetlands from other sealers; he at once sailed there, collected 8,868 sealskins, and on 27 

February 1820 confirmed the new discovery at Buenos Aires on his way home to Stonington.
1
 

 Many Stonington shipowners now sprang into action, and fitted out nine ships to sail to the new 

sealing grounds.
2
 One was the Free Gift and another was the Hero, Nathaniel Brown Palmer’s first 

command. The Hero was of only 44 tons, 47 feet long, but Palmer made some important 

discoveries in her, including part of the Antarctic Peninsula later known as Palmer Land. The Hero 

sailed on 12 August 1820 in company with the larger Express; other Stonington ships were the 

Hersilia (again), the Clothier (which was wrecked in the south), the Emeline, the Catharina and the 

Spark. From New York went the Jane Maria, Aurora, Henry, and Charity; Nantucket sent the 

Huntress (Captain Christopher Burdick), and several ships sailed from other American ports. 

 British ships also took part in the run: the Hetty of London, the Liverpool ship George, the 

Hannah, the Lady Troubridge, the Anne, and also the Jane of Leith in Scotland, a 160-ton 

American-built brig captured during the War of 1812. She was commanded by James Weddell 

(1787-1834), whose memoirs are an important source for the history of the Falklands in the 1820s.
3
 

His three voyages to the South Atlantic brought him fame as an explorer but no financial reward.
4
 

 While all those ships, American and British, were busy preparing to go to the South Shetlands, 

the Uranie was on her way home from her round-the-world voyage, and was wrecked in Berkeley 

Sound in the Falklands on 14 February 1820. All the 120 people on board survived, and set up a 

large encampment on the south shore of the Sound to await rescue. On 19 March one of William 

Orne’s two shallops arrived, and Louis de Freycinet asked her captain to sail back to Orne at West 

Point Island requesting rescue. The master of the shallop took ten days to reach Port Egmont, where 

James Weddell was anchored in the Jane. The shallop then sailed on to West Point Island, followed 

by the Jane; at West Point Island Weddell soon heard about the Uranie and realised the Americans 

were trying to keep the news of the wreck from him, to keep the salvage money for themselves. He 

requested a passage round to Port Louis in Orne’s other shallop, the Governor Brooks; Orne himself 

joined him, and at Port Louis they met Freycinet. Orne’s price for rescuing the castaways was too 

high, and in the end they were rescued by the American ship Mercury, in which the Uranie’s 

company left the islands on 27 April. Freycinet gave Weddell his longboat, which Weddell named 

Rose after Freycinet’s wife and used as a tender. 

 Meanwhile David Jewett had once again been commissioned as a privateer in the service of the 

United Provinces of the River Plate, three years after his successful first voyage. The United 

Provinces were still at war with Spain, and on 15 January 1820 the Buenos Aires minister of war 

and marine, Matías de Irigoyen, appointed him captain of the frigate Heroína of 475 tons, with the 

rank of army colonel. His voyage in the Heroína was to be very different from his earlier voyages, 

and he was destined to play a much misrepresented role in the Falklands. He left Buenos Aires in 

March 1820, with a privateering commission licensing him to attack Spanish ships. 

 Privateering was an internationally accepted way of waging war until it was abolished by the 

Paris Declaration Respecting Maritime Law of 16 April 1856. The term “privateer” referred to both 

ships and captains, so the Heroína was a privateer and Jewett himself was a privateer too. Privateers 

                                                 
1
 Edmund Fanning, Voyages round the World…, New York 1833, pp. 429-430; Weddell 1827, pp. 69-72; Bertrand 

1971, pp. 43-58; Gurney 1997, pp. 159, 161, 174, 191; Campbell 2000, p. 187-188; Edouard Stackpole, The Voyage of 

The Huron and The Huntress…, Mystic (Connecticut), November 1955, pp. 10-13; John R. Spears, Captain Nathaniel 

Brown Palmer…, New York 1922, pp. 23-28. 
2
 Bertrand 1971, pp. 61, 123; Gurney 1997, pp. 174-177; Stackpole 1955, p. 15-17, 19. 

3
 James Weddell, A Voyage towards the South Pole…, London 1825; 2nd extended ed. London 1827. Facsimile reprint 

of 1827 ed., with new introduction by Sir Vivian Fuchs, Newton Abbot 1970. Weddell is pronounced “Weddle”. 
4
 On his three voyages Weddell paid four visits to the Falklands, all in command of the Jane: (1) February-November 

1820; (2) October 1821; (3) May-October 1823, and (4) February-March 1824. He died in poverty, unmarried, in 

lodgings in London, on 9 September 1834 aged only 47. Biography in A.G.E. Jones, Polar Portraits: Collected Papers, 

Whitby 1992, pp. 375-381. See entry by Ann Savours in David Tatham, (ed.), The Dictionary of Falklands Biography… 

(DFB), Ledbury 2008 (and online).  
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only existed in wartime, and had a purpose that was legal only in war: to aid a belligerent state’s 

war effort by capturing enemy ships without cost to the state. Privateers were of course armed, but 

they were not warships. Warships were government ships, and their crews received wages from the 

state, which were disbursed when they were “paid off” at the end of each voyage. Privateers were 

privately owned ships, whose crews were paid by the ship’s backers and/or owners, who bought the 

ship’s supplies and fitted her out; they bore the risk but shared with the captain and crew the profits 

from any ships captured (“prizes”), which was the incentive for the operation and also helped the 

state to wage war. The state paid nothing; its role was only to provide the necessary legitimacy by 

issuing a privateering commission or licence. 

 The Heroína was owned by a Buenos Aires merchant of Irish origin, Patrick (Patricio) Lynch 

and some American partners; they fitted the ship out but were unable to obtain the guns and 

ammunition, which the Buenos Aires government supplied at Lynch’s request from the state 

arsenal.
1
 The government gave Jewett a military rank since he was (indirectly) in the service of the 

state, and was in charge of government property (guns and ammunition), but it was otherwise a 

typical privateering voyage in a private ship. Privateering was a hit-or-miss business – some 

privateer shipowners and crews made a great deal of money, while others ended up destitute. 

 There were strict rules governing privateering, and if a privateer breached the rules he was 

guilty of piracy. Thus every prize captured had to be presented to a prize court for judgement, and 

until the court ruled that the ship was “lawful prize” the cargo hatches had to be kept sealed. Every 

privateer captain had to carry a privateering commission issued by a national government, 

confirming that he was a privateer and authorising him to attack ships of that government’s enemy – 

without that document, he would be a pirate. The United Provinces were at war with Spain but not 

with Portugal, and Jewett knew that. 

 The Buenos Aires government regarded him as a privateer and no more; his function was 

simply to capture Spanish ships. Jewett’s commission (which survives) did not order him to claim 

the Falkland Islands or to go there at all.
2
 Some Argentine authors assume there must have been 

orders to Jewett to claim the Falklands,
3
 but that reveals their ignorance of what a privateer was. 

Jewett’s only profit from the voyage would be from the prizes he took; there was no money to be 

made in the Falklands, and the islands were a vast distance from the most likely place to find 

Spanish ships (the North Atlantic), so any order to claim the Falklands would have amounted to 

sabotaging his privateering voyage. As it turned out, Jewett’s expectations of rich pickings in the 

North Atlantic were dramatically disappointed, but neither he nor the government knew that 

beforehand. And even after the government knew he was in the Falklands, it issued no instructions 

to him or his successor William Mason that gave them any role in the islands (such as governor), 

nor even implied that they were on Argentine territory – Mason was simply ordered to continue the 

privateering voyage. In short, when Jewett set off he aimed only to capture Spanish ships. 

 His voyage was a disaster.
4
 Patricio Lynch and partners had done some shameless profiteering, 

and the ship and her stores were in a parlous state – the ship and the water-casks leaked, and many 

of her crew died of scurvy from the bad food. As a privateer hoping to capture Spanish ships, Jewett 

naturally headed for the North Atlantic, and after taking on water at the Cape Verde Islands, they 

“proceeded towards the coast of Spain”, as he put it in his “Letter 3”. But they failed to find a single 

Spanish ship. Some officers tried to make Jewett give up and go to the United States, but he 

refused. On 28 July 1820, breaking the rules of privateering, he captured the 22-gun Portuguese 

merchantman Carlota; he put a prize crew aboard and broke the rules again by taking her crew and 

passengers off and putting them aboard a ship bound for the Azores. He turned south for Madeira 

                                                 
1
 Request by Linch dated 9 September 1819, in Da Fonseca Figueira 1985, pp. 70-71. 

2
 Jewett’s commission is illustrated in Da Fonseca Figueira 1985, p. 74, and in Marcelo Kohen and Facundo Rodríguez, 

Las Malvinas entre el Derecho y la Historia, Buenos Aires 2015, Spanish version p. 126, English version p. 91. 
3
 E.g. Mario D. Tesler, Expedición de David Jewett a las Islas Malvinas 1820-1821, Santa Fe (Argentina) 1968, p. 142; 

Rodolfo Terragno, Historia y futuro de las Malvinas, Buenos Aires 2006, p. 247. 
4
 Summary here from Jewett’s “Letter 3”, Weddell 1825, and the 1822 Portuguese prize-court report (below). 
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and the Cape Verde Islands on the lookout for Spanish ships, but found none in the South Atlantic 

either. Some of his crew complained that they had not come to wage war on the Portuguese flag and 

began to plot against him, so he had several men shot on deck for mutiny – Weddell says Jewett 

told him four men; the Portuguese prize-court report (below) says six men. Then there was a mutiny 

among the prize crew in the Carlota, but Jewett foiled that too and sailed on. What he intended to 

do with the Carlota is unknown; he could not claim her as a prize since she was Portuguese, but at 

any rate he now had two well-armed vessels with which to capture Spanish ships. 

 But in capturing a neutral ship, Jewett left the path of legality and became a pirate. From then 

on, all his acts were illegal; it was not possible to commit piratical acts and remain a legal privateer. 

Pirates were subject to “universal jurisdiction” – they were hostis humani generis [“an enemy of the 

human race”], so that any court, in any country, was entitled to punish them and to confiscate their 

ship. That was why some of Jewett’s crew mutinied against him – he had made them into pirates, 

and if caught they could be imprisoned anywhere or even hanged. That was not what they had 

signed up to. In the end the Heroína was condemned for piracy by a prize court in Portugal and her 

later captain William Mason and her crew were imprisoned at Lisbon for two years. The court ruled 

that Jewett too was a pirate, but could not imprison him since by then he was in Brazil. 

 By October 1820 the American and British sealing ships were reaching the South Atlantic in 

their race to the South Shetlands. The Stonington ships Hero and Express approached the Falklands 

through “tremendous heavy Gales”, as Nathaniel Brown Palmer wrote in his log on 15 October,
1
 

and on 17 October “at 10 Anchored in Berkley sound / found there two shallops Belonging to Ship 

G. Knox…”. There were no Stonington ships (to which he was supposed to act as a tender), so on 

18 October he sailed out of Berkeley Sound and turned west for West Point Island. On 20 October, 

among the islands between Port Egmont and the Tamar Pass, Palmer met James Weddell in the 

Jane, who was moving east in company with the Rose and the Eliza. Palmer sailed on westwards 

and in the evening anchored beside William Orne’s General Knox at West Point Island. 

 That day, 20 October 1820, in a storm in the South Atlantic to the north of the Falklands, the 

Carlota disappeared. She may have foundered in the storm, but it is at least conceivable that her 

crew (Jewett’s prize crew, mostly American or British), who had already staged a mutiny against 

Jewett and been foiled, decided to abandon the voyage and make their own way in the world. It was 

easy enough to disguise a ship, and they may have gone to some neutral port and sailed under a 

different name. There is no evidence for that, but nor is there for her sinking in the storm – she may 

have continued her career in another guise or not, but at that point she disappears from history. 

 At any rate Jewett now had only the Heroína; he had lost half his firepower, many of his crew 

were sick with scurvy and men were dying, so in desperation he decided to sail further south to the 

Falklands, where his crew could recover but could not desert him. And, as he thought, he would be 

able to lie in wait for Spanish ships without risking the dangers of the open sea. 

 Meanwhile, having found no Stonington ships at West Point Island, Palmer set off back east on 

22 October looking for them. At Whale Bay he was joined by Weddell with the Jane, Eliza and 

Rose, and on 25 October they all sailed on eastwards, Weddell slowly following Palmer. On 26 

October Palmer entered Berkeley Sound, where he found the Stonington schooner Emeline and 

anchored next to her for the night. The next day, 27 October 1820, he wrote in his log that he sailed 

west up Berkeley Sound, heading “for the Town to get some Birds” – the “Town” was Port Louis, 

though it consisted only of a few ruins. 
 

                                                 
1
 Account here from Palmer’s log in the Library of Congress, Washington DC, Manuscript Division, Marine Misc. Acc. 

3680; I am grateful to Anne Thacher of the Stonington Historical Society for printouts of the relevant days. When 

around the Falklands Palmer used the conventional or “civil” day, not the “nautical day” which was 12 hours ahead. 
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5. Weddell’s chart of Berkeley Sound, 1825: the rounded inlet at left below the title is the “basin” at Port 

Louis; the ruins of the settlement are not marked, but are here arrowed. The “French Wreck” at lower centre 

is the Uranie. Weddell misplaces the name “Hog Island” and puts it on Long Island; Hog Island is actually 

the roughly triangular island midway between Long Island and the northern shore. The name “Port Louis” is 

also misplaced: it was the settlement by the basin that was called Port Louis, not the western end of Berkeley 

Sound. Salvador Water (sometimes called Port Salvador) is off the picture several miles to the west. Jewett 

anchored somewhere at the far right. (Weddell 1825, opp. p. 97) 
________________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 He found the Stonington brig Catharina, and after stocking up with “Birds” (no doubt mainly 

Upland Geese, very good eating), he set off to leave the islands. Near the mouth  of the Sound some 

men from the Catharina boarded the Hero, saying one of their boats had capsized; two men had 

drowned and they were looking for the other two. Palmer helped them, but without success, so he 

gave up.
1
 Near Kidney Island at the mouth of the Sound he met up with the Express, and on the 

evening of 27 October 1820 the Hero and the Express turned south out of Berkeley Sound and left 

the Falklands for the South Shetlands, to assist the Stonington ships with their sealing. 

 And just as they left, David Jewett arrived from the north in the Heroína – in his “Letter 3” he 

wrote “I entered the Bay of this port on the 27
th

 (civil) day of October 1820 at the close of the 

same.” He probably saw the Hero and the Express, but they were soon out of sight. It has been 

stated for over 180 years by some writers that the Hero was at Port Louis at the same time as 

Jewett, but the Hero’s logbook disproves that. 

 So many of Jewett’s crewmen were sick or had died of scurvy that there were not enough fit 

men to take the ship to Port Louis, so he anchored “about ten miles from the antient town of 

Soledad” – the geography of Berkeley Sound is shown in fig. 5. The accounts by Palmer, Jewett and 

Weddell all make it clear that when Jewett arrived, Berkeley Sound was deserted – he and his crew 

were on their own. His sick men remained aboard the Heroína while he worked for several days 

with his few fit men putting up tents of sails to get the sick men ashore as soon as possible. 

                                                 
1
 The Catharina had arrived on 25 October; she and the Emeline were looking for two other Stonington ships, Clothier 

and Spark, which which they left the islands on 25 November 1820 (Bertrand 1971, pp. 112-113). It therefore seems 

likely that they were no longer in the Sound when Jewett arrived, and neither he nor Weddell mentions any other ships. 
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 On 2 November a severe storm hit the islands; at West Point Island it struck Orne’s General 

Knox and the Huntress, whose captain Christopher Burdick wrote in his log that at midday “it blew 

tremendous the sch[oone]r heeling well over…”.
1
 Weddell had now reached Salvador Water on the 

north coast of East Falkland, where he rode out the gale, and that day he had a visitor or visitors, 

who walked several miles through the storm from Port Louis over the low hills with a letter. 

 The letter was from David Jewett; Weddell printed it in his book five years later, and it has been 

much misrepresented in works on the Falklands. I call it “Letter 1”; Jewett’s original does not 

survive, but Weddell copied it out in the manuscript of his book, in which it reads as in fig. 6.
2
 

 

  National Frigate Heroind 
  “Sir, at Port Soledad Nov"r 2"d 1820 

 

   “I have the honor to inform you  

  “of the circumstance of my arrival at this Port  

  “Commissioned by the Supreme Government 

  “of the United Provinces of South America  

  “to take possession of these Islands in the  

  “name of the Country to which they natur = 

  “= rally appertain,” 

   “In the performance of this duty 

  “it is my desire to act towards all friendly  

  “flags with the most distinguished Justice and  

  “politeness.”3 

   “A principal object is to prevent the  

  “wanton destruction of the sources of supply 

  “to those whose necessities compel, or invite 

  “them to visit the Islands, and to aid and 

  “assist such as require it, to obtain a sup= 

  “=ply with the least trouble and Expense. 

   “As your views do not enter into contra= 

  “=vention or competition with these orders, and  

  “as I think mutual advantage may result  

  “from a personal interview, I invite you to 
   

  [p. 97:] “pay me a visit on board my ship where I shall be 

  “happy to accomodate you during your pleasure. 

   “I would also beg you so far as comes  

  “within your sphere, to communicate this information  

  “to other British subjects,4 in this vicinity. I have  

  “the honor to be” 

    “ Sir 

  Your mo: obed"t Hum: S"t 

    Sig"d   Jewitt 

  “Colonel of the Marine of the United Provinces  

  “of South America and Commander of the 

  “Frigate Heroind.” 
 

6. Jewett’s “Letter 1”, as copied by James Weddell in his own hand 

in the original manuscript of his book, 1825. 
 

                                                 
1
 Quoted from the Huntress’s log in Edouard A. Stackpole, The Sea-Hunters, New York 1953, p. 358. 

2
 Scott Polar Research Institute (SPRI), Cambridge, Weddell Papers, MS 1521/2 (henceforth “Weddell MS”), pp. 96-97, 

here with Weddell’s spelling, punctuation and lineation; printed slightly differently in Weddell 1825/1827, pp. 103-104; 

the misreadings “Heroind” and “Jewitt” derive from Jewett’s handwriting. 
3
 Jewett’s commission ordered him to punish all excesses “committed in prejudice to the friendly or neutral flag”.  

4
 This shows that Jewett knew the Jane was British, though he did not know the name of her captain. 
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 Jewett’s commission did not order him to go to the Falklands, and whatever he may have told 

Weddell or others, there is no evidence that he was commissioned to take possession of the 

Falklands. The idea is illogical; he was a privateer looking for Spanish prizes, to help the United 

Provinces in the war with Spain while making a profit for Patricio Lynch and partners, plus money 

for himself and his crew. 

 But so far he had drawn a complete blank – he had found no Spanish ships in the North Atlantic, 

so he had gone to the South Atlantic, now with two ships, and had sailed further and further south. 

But he found no Spanish ships in the South Atlantic either, and after the loss of the Carlota he was 

back to one ship. And his crew were falling sick and dying – he might not make it back to Buenos 

Aires, and if he did he would return with no prizes, a leaking ship and a dying crew. It was urgent to 

allow his crew to recover, so the Falklands were a good place to go – he could lie in wait for 

Spanish prizes instead of scouring the Atlantic. So he decided to go to the Falklands. 

 In other words, David Jewett was not sent to the Falklands at all. When he left Buenos Aires in 

March 1820 he expected to capture Spanish ships in the Atlantic, send them with prize crews to 

Buenos Aires, and then return to Buenos Aires himself. He never intended to go to the Falklands. 

 His reference in Letter 1 to “other British subjects” is significant – he knew the distant ship in 

Salvador Water was British, but did not know her name or the name of her captain. Salvador Water 

can be seen from the gentle rise north-west of Port Louis, and the Jane’s British flag would have 

been visible through a telescope. It is also significant that the Jane was the only ship he contacted; 

if any ships had been in Berkeley Sound, his men would have had to go past them in their boat on 

their way to deliver Letter 1 to Weddell. There were clearly no ships nearer at hand. Weddell says 

that after receiving Jewett’s letter he waited till the next morning (3 November) and then walked “7 

or 8 miles” overland from Salvador to where the Heroína was anchored, halfway down Berkeley 

Sound, where one of Jewett’s boats took him to the Heroína. Neither Weddell nor Jewett mentions 

any other ships, and Weddell’s account makes it clear that he boarded the Heroína alone. The 

conclusion is inescapable: there were no other ships, and Letter 1 was written to no one but Weddell 

himself – the idea that it was written to many captains
1
 is a myth. 

 By then Jewett and his crew had spent a week halfway down Berkeley Sound. Weddell spent 

most of 3 November helping Jewett to move the Heroína to Port Louis, where Jewett and his few fit 

men landed the sick and housed them in tents made of sails, as he says in Letter 3, and Weddell says 

some of them were housed in the old bread-oven. Jewett invited Weddell to spend the night on 

board, and that evening recounted the story of his voyage, with a detailed account of the sickness of 

his crew and his foiling of the mutiny, after which he “was under the distressing necessity of 

pronouncing sentence of death, on two officers and two Seamen”, who were shot on deck. He told 

Weddell that of his original crew of 200, some 90 were either sick or had died, while “50 had been 

put on board a prize”. But he did not tell Weddell that the prize was Portuguese, so Weddell never 

found out that he had committed piracy – that was something that was vital for Jewett to conceal. 

Weddell presumably walked back to the Jane on 4 November and then took the Jane, the Rose and 

the Eliza round to Port Louis. 

 And just at that juncture, a few ships taking part in the rush to the South Shetlands put in to 

Berkeley Sound – Weddell says “several vessels”, so there were perhaps a handful or so. On 6 

November some of their captains watched as Jewett held a ceremony of “taking possession” of the 

Falklands. Weddell’s eyewitness account runs in his original manuscript:
2
 

 

 In a few days he took formal possession of these Islands for the Patriot government of Buenos Ayres, 

read a declaration under their colours, planted on a port
3
 in ruins, and fired a salute of 21 Guns. On this 

occasion the officers were all in full uniform, being exactly that of our navy, which but ill accorded with the 

                                                 
1
 Stated e.g. in Tesler 1979, p. 42, and in Mary Cawkell, The History of the Falkland Islands, Oswestry 2001, p. 43. 

2
 Weddell MS pp. 104-105; the printed version (Weddell 1825/1827, pp. 111-112), omits the passages Weddell deleted. 

3
 Sic also in 1825 and 1827 editions, p. 111. Weddell presumably means that the flag flew over the ruins of the port at 

Port Louis. Jewett’s Letter 2, however, says “fort”.  
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delapidated state of his Ship, but he was wise enough to calculate upon the effect of such parade upon the 

minds of the masters of ships who were in the Islands, and as he had laid claim to the wreck of the French 

Ship before mentioned, to the entire exclusion of several vessels which had arrived bound to New Shetland, 
an authoritative appearance he saw necessary.

 In fact he struck such a terror on the minds of some Ship masters, lest they 

should be taken or robbed, that one of them foolishly proposed taking up arms against him but on my 

pointing out to him how groundless were his fears, and introducing him to Capt
n
 Jewitt, he confessed his 

mistake, and rather expressed himself in language of adulation, which shewed him to be a man of little 

discernment, and less spirit. 
his fears subsided

. – On the 20
th
 of November I sailed from Port Louis and left Captain 

Jewitt making his repairs.
1
 I have since learned that he took the Ship to the River Plata, and that he is now in 

the Brazilian service. 
 

Weddell’s account suggests that Jewett had annoyed some captains by excluding them from the 

wreck of the Uranie. Wrecks were an important source of wood and iron for repairs, and no British 

or American crews accepted that Jewett had any right to dictate to others – to the British the islands 

were British and they were on home ground, while to the Americans the islands were open to all. 

Fortunately for Jewett, those present did not know that he had committed piracy, otherwise the call 

to take up arms against him might have been heeded. 

 Weddell makes it clear that he was worried about what Jewett might do:
2
 

 

… I saw he was much in want of men, and conceived it possible that by my being unaccommodating he 

might entice my crew or perhaps force them into his service… I had only to trust to safety to a strict 

observance of neutrality, but the Ship remained in peace and I slept undisturbed. 
 

It would have been silly of Weddell to provoke a confrontation with Jewett by pointing out that the 

islands were British, so he maintained a “strict observance of neutrality”. 

 On 9 November 1820, a week after writing Letter 1 to Weddell, Jewett wrote a letter to Captain 

William Orne of the General Knox, informing him that he had taken possession of the islands on 6 

November. Orne himself evidently did not go to Port Louis (or there would have been no need for 

the letter), but one or both of his tenders presumably arrived there, so Jewett wrote the letter to be 

taken to Orne at West Point Island. I call it “Letter 2”; the original does not survive, but Orne took it 

back to his home port of Salem, Massachusetts, where he arrived on 5 June 1821, and it was printed 

in the Salem Gazette on 8 June 1821, and again in the Times in London on 3 August. 

 Figs. 7 and 8 illustrate the two printings. The Times printed it among minor news items in 

column 5 on page 2, under an article about the Russian economy; it misspelt Orne’s name as 

“Orme”, misdated the Salem Gazette announcement as 12 June (recte 8 June), and made two 

changes that misleadingly implied that the letter was sent to many people – at the bottom Orne was 

omitted as the addressee, and there were no square brackets round the word “CIRCULAR”, 

implying that the letter itself bore the word. 

 Enrique Ferrer Vieyra’s faulty Spanish translation of the Times version contains two blatant 

errors.
3
 First, it makes Jewett say that his possession ceremony was performed in the presence of 

“many” American and British citizens (“numerosos ciudadanos”), but in Letter 2 Jewett himself 

says “several” citizens, which suggests only a modest number. The second error is worse: the Salem 

Gazette shows the letter was written to William B. Orne, named as the addressee at the bottom (fig. 

6), and in it Jewett asks Orne “to communicate this intelligence to any other vessels of your nation”. 

The Times made the “vessels” singular, which makes little difference, but Ferrer Vieyra makes the 

“nation” plural and says “los otros navíos de sus naciones” – “the other vessels of your nations”! 
 

                                                 
1
 Weddell sailed south from the Falklands to the sealing grounds in the Antarctic, and in January 1821, with the Jane’s 

holds full of skins, set off back to Britain (Gurney 1997, p. 192). 
2
 Weddell MS, pp. 99, 104; printed editions 1825/1827, pp. 106, 111. 

3
 Enrique Ferrer Vieyra, Segunda Cronología Legal Anotada sobre las Islas Malvinas (Falkland Islands), Córdoba 

(Argentina) 1993, p. 26. 
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7. Letter 2: The Salem Gazette,  

8 June 1821. 

 

8. Letter 2 repeated: The Times, London, 

3 August 1821, p. 2, col. 5. 
__________________________________________________________________ 

 

That naturally gives the false impression that it was sent to many captains. In fact Jewett’s letters 

were each written to a single addressee – Letter 1 to Weddell, Letter 2 to Orne. The idea that they 

were written to many captains is a myth. 

 No more is known of Jewett’s “possession-taking” than what Weddell says, but some authors 

have added speculative assumptions such as the idea that Jewett prohibited hunting, sealing, or 

whaling. As can be seen by his Letters 1 and 2, he did no such thing. Some have assumed that by 

“sources of supply” in Letter 1 Jewett meant the seals, cattle, geese, etc., and they imply that the 

visiting ships were “annihilating the marine fauna” which he wished to conserve.
1
 But those fauna 

were abundant in 1820; “conservation” was not yet a concept, and Jewett had no means of hunting 

himself, nor of preventing other ships from hunting. As Weddell makes clear, one of Jewett’s main 

concerns was to reserve supplies from wrecks for himself. 

 After writing Letter 2, Jewett remained at Port Louis in the Heroína for almost 6 months until 

April 1821; Weddell surmised that “his principal business was to refresh his crew”, but Weddell 

sailed from Port Louis 11 days later on 20 November, so he did not know that Jewett remained for 

nearly half a year. Refreshing his crew would have taken only a week or two, but that was not 

Jewett’s principal motive. His motive was actually to capture Spanish ships as prizes, but not a 

single one appeared, and he made no move against any British or American ships – they were busy 

killing seals, but he was indifferent to the fate of the “marine fauna”, and he did nothing to defend 

“territorial sovereignty”, as da Fonseca Figueira asserts. In fact he and his crew did nothing 

constructive in the Falklands at all. That is confirmed by a letter to him dated 20 January 1821 from 

                                                 
1
 E.g. Da Fonseca Figueira 1985, p. 97. 
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Laureano de Ansoátegui, the commander of the troops, who pointed out that the men had signed on 

for an eight-month cruise, with a further optional four months; the eight months had expired, so he 

asks what they could achieve in the remaining months, given the purpose of their contract:
1
 

 

… its express purpose is to cruise for the remaining four months, not to vegetate in this Port as we are… 

suppose we were to cruise for the not fully three months remaining to complete the second term… what 

provisions and so on do we lack? … prolonging our stay in this place brings us no advantage at all… 

 

That shows that Jewett and his crew did nothing in the Falklands except “vegetate”. Jewett 

dismissed and arrested Ansoátegui for insubordination and had him confined ashore. But Jewett 

himself was frustrated too, as there was not a single ship he could capture – after the sealing ships 

had left for the South Shetlands, Berkeley Sound was usually empty. 

 That is, until the American schooner Rampart arrived in late January 1821, commanded by 

Captain Thomas Farrin, en route to Spain from Spanish-held Peru, with a cargo of cocoa, cotton, 

wool and cascarilla rind (a spice). The Rampart was the first remotely eligible ship that had turned 

up; she was American but at least she carried Spanish cargoes. By now Jewett was so desperate to 

give up his voyage and resign his position that he grasped at this straw: he seized the ship as a prize, 

thus committing piracy again, this time against the United States – he had been a pirate since 

capturing the Carlota, and continued that role in capturing the Rampart. In both cases not only the 

captures were piratical, but the treatment of the ships afterwards: Jewett removed the crew and 

passengers from the Carlota, and he failed to seal the Rampart’s cargo hatches pending judgement 

by a prize court, as required by privateering law – her cargo was sold in Buenos Aires without the 

necessary legal condemnation. Both those things were breaches of the law of privateering and 

confirmed that he was a pirate, in addition to the illegal capture of both ships in the first place. 

Portugal and the United States were incensed, and his successor William Mason and the Heroína 

herself were condemned for piracy by the Portuguese prize court (below). 

 Aboard the Heroína at Port Louis on 1 February 1821, frustrated at the total lack of prizes and 

the behaviour of his crew, Jewett wrote a long letter in English to the Buenos Aires government 

resigning his command and asking to be relieved (fig. 9).
2
 I call it “Letter 3”; he put it aboard the 

Rampart and sent her under a prize crew to Buenos Aires. In summary, it runs as follows: he begins 

by stating that this is “the first and only opportunity, to announce the painful history of events 

which have followed in distressing and rapid succession, from our leaving the waters of La Plata, up 

to the present moment”; then, slightly misquoting Othello, he says that in recounting the hardships 

of his voyage “I shall naught extenuate, nor aught set down in malice”.
3
 He says violent gales 

caused the ship to leak and spoilt their stores; their water-casks leaked; the morale of officers and 

men was bad, and some began to protest against the state of the ship and demand that they go to the 

United States, but he managed to quieten them and stave off a near-mutiny. On 27 July they saw a  

                                                 
1
 Letter by Ansoátegui (1782-1847) aboard the Heroína at Puerto Soledad, 20 January 1821, in Archivo General de la 

Nación (AGN), Buenos Aires, X, 5-1-3. 
2
 AGN, Marina Corsarios 1820-1831, X, 5-1-3, no doc. no.; signed 13-page letter in English in Jewett’s hand, 3,869 

words. The way he writes “Heroina” might be read as “Heroind”, which no doubt explains James Weddell’s misreading 

in “Letter 1”. A contemporary translator made a faulty Spanish translation of “Letter 3”, also in AGN X, 5-1-3; the 

translator silently omitted some things that eluded him, e.g. the quote from Othello and the word “langrage”. That 

translation was printed as a paraphrase (not the full text) in Carranza 1916, vol. III, pp. 169-177; new ed. 1962, vol. II, 

pp. 165-172; the actual text of the old Spanish translation was first printed in full (though with errors and omissions), in 

Tesler 1968, pp. 128-139. Tesler misread a few words in the Spanish manuscript and was unable to read others – in four 

places he puts suspension points where he has left out a word, e.g.: “En este… y sin venir”, where the original reads 

“En este momento y sin venir”, and he twice puts “(sic.)” where he prints a nonsensical word having failed to read the 

original, e.g. “las pijios (sic.) de agua” where it reads “las Pipas de agua” (translating Jewett’s “Water casks”). Tesler 

must have known of the English original in the same file in the AGN, but he does not mention it, so the Argentine 

authors who have reprinted his version (e.g. da Fonseca Figueira 1985, pp. 105-115, and Eduardo C[esar] Gerding, La 

Saga de David Jewett, Buenos Aires 2006, pp. 103-113) did not know Jewett wrote in English, nor that Tesler’s Spanish 

version was faulty. 
3
 Cf. Othello Act V, scene II, lines 345-346: “nothing extenuate, / Nor aught set down in malice”. 
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9. “Letter 3”, page 1: “the first and only opportunity, to announce the painful history of events…”. 
_________________________________________________________________ 

 

ship of war, and captured her the next day after a gun-battle, in which she fired “a full broadside of 

round grape and langrage
1
 & musketry” but in the end surrendered. She was the 22-gun Portuguese 

ship Carlota, with a crew of 62, a full cargo and 14 passengers. He put a prize crew aboard and the 

two ships sailed on in company. On the night of 12-13 August he foiled a mutiny in the Heroína led 

by the ship’s sailing master; from 28 August the crew began to fall ill and die in large numbers from 

scurvy, and he discovered another mutiny – some men were planning to seize the Carlota. He foiled 

this plot too, but in a storm on 20 October they lost sight of her. He made for the Falklands, and 

towards evening on 27 October 1820 the Heroína arrived in Berkeley Sound with most of her crew 

sick. He anchored ten miles from the “antient town of Soledad” [Port Louis], explored the shores in 

his boat, then moved the ship up to a better anchorage. Some men recovered on shore, though others 

died, and the survivors went aboard again on 12 December. On 20 January 1821 the commanding 

officer of the troops, Ansoátegui, tried to make him return to Buenos Aires, so Jewett had him 

confined ashore, offering him the option of taking passage in a British ship that was there at the 

time. Finally, Jewett asks to be relieved of his command. So ends “Letter 3”. 

 But he suppresses some very important details. He does not mention that he put the Carlota’s 

crew and passengers aboard another ship (another piratical action after the capture of the ship); he 

mentions the mutinies but does not say that he had some men shot, or that the Carlota’s Portuguese 

nationality was their motive. And he says not a word about “taking possession” of the Falklands! 

 That last omission is highly significant – he had had no contact with Buenos Aires for almost a 

year, and when contact was finally made, he chose not to inform the government that he had laid 

claim to the Falklands. If he had been ordered to take possession of the Falklands he would scarcely 

have omitted to mention that he had done so. 

                                                 
1
 Langrage, also langridge: hollow iron cases filled with pieces of iron, an early form of shrapnel (OED). 
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 The Rampart reached Buenos Aires on 17 February 1821, and on 27 February, in response to 

Jewett’s request in Letter 3, the government appointed the British-born Colonel William Robert 

Mason to replace Jewett as captain of the Heroína. The government knew nothing about Jewett’s 

“possession-taking”, and their reaction strongly suggests that they did not see the islands as 

Argentine territory. They gave Mason no land-based role (such as governor), and in the orders 

given to Mason and Ansoátegui (or his successor) as commander of the troops they said nothing 

that implied they were on Argentine territory. Mason was merely appointed captain of the Heroína 

and was ordered to continue the privateering voyage and hence to leave the islands.
1
 Mason reached 

Port Louis on 21 April in a Dutch ship; the next day he took command of the Heroína, and on 23 

April Jewett left for Buenos Aires in the Dutch ship with some crewmen of the Heroína.
2
 Mason 

remained in the Falklands for 20 days after Jewett’s departure, then sailed in the Heroína on 13 

May 1821 leaving Port Louis deserted. So by June 1821, when the Salem Gazette printed Jewett’s 

Letter 2, with its promise of “refreshments” and “most distinguished justice and hospitality”, both 

Jewett and Mason were gone from the Falklands, and with them all presence from Buenos Aires. 

 The seizure of the Rampart drew an angry response from John Murray Forbes, the “Special 

Agent of the United States at Buenos Aires” – he was the nearest thing there was to a US 

ambassador, as the United States did not yet recognise the independence of the United Provinces. 

On 24 February 1821 Forbes wrote to the Governor of Buenos Aires, Martín Rodríguez, requesting 

that the unloading of the Rampart be suspended until her captain had been notified, and that the 

privateering regulations should be fully observed, but learnt on 26 February that the Rampart’s 

cargo was already being sold – his request had been ignored since he was not recognised as an 

ambassador. On 10 March 1821 Forbes wrote to US Secretary of State (foreign minister) John 

Quincy Adams (later US President, 1825-9), complaining that “every possible irregularity has been 

committed, the Crew has never been examined, the Hatches have never been sealed, the Cargo has 

been discharged without notification to the Captain…”.
3
 All those things were piratical. 

 On 14 September Forbes wrote to Buenos Aires foreign minister Bernardo Rivadavia, 

complaining of depredations by ships under various South American flags, and on 6 October the 

Buenos Aires government issued a decree asserting that privateering was a legitimate means of 

warfare, but also cancelling all existing commissions and tightening the rules for future privateering 

commissions.
4
 Thus Buenos Aires was abandoning privateering until further notice, but reserved the 

right to recommence it. So Forbes’s protest against Jewett’s capture of the Rampart had its desired 

effect, and Buenos Aires indirectly disavowed Jewett’s action. That ended the dispute. Eleven years 

later in 1832 there was to be no such disavowal, and Buenos Aires escalated the dispute so far as to 

cause a 12-year breach of diplomatic relations between the United States and Argentina. 

 Buenos Aires clearly remained ignorant of Jewett’s making a claim to the Falklands until a 

report arrived in November 1821 from British sources: the Buenos Aires paper El Argos of 

Saturday 10 November 1821
5
 printed a brief report from the Spanish newspaper Redactor of Cadiz, 

datelined “Gibraltar, August 1821”, saying that “colonel Jewett” had taken possession of the “islas  

 

                                                 
1
 Two sets of orders, to Jewett and Mason 27 February 1821, and to the commander of the troops, 28 February 1821, in 

AGN X, 5-1-3; p. 1 of the former illustrated in Kohen and Rodríguez 2015, Spanish p. 137, English p. 99. 
2
 Disgusted with his service for the United Provinces, and perhaps fearing exposure as a pirate, Jewett went to Brazil 

and joined the Imperial Brazilian navy, reaching the rank of vice-admiral. In 1827 he married Eliza McTiers; their only 

child, Augustine David Lawrence Jewett, was born on 12 January 1830. During the war between Brazil and the United 

Provinces (1826-8) the Brazilian navy blockaded Buenos Aires, and Jewett became an enemy of Argentina; during the 

Second Falklands Crisis (1831-3) he assisted the United States and helped Captain Silas Duncan of the USS Lexington 

by suggesting ways of annoying Argentina. Jewett retired in 1836 and died in Brazil on 26 July 1842; his wife died a 

few months later (F.C. Jewett 1908, p. 334; da Fonseca Figueira 1985, pp. 145-147, 175-179; Francis Baylies, letter to 

US Secretary of State Edward Livingston, 1 January 1833, in Manning 1932, p. 168). 
3
 Details and quote in William R. Manning, ed., Diplomatic Correspondence of the United States Concerning the 

Independence of the Latin-American Nations, Washington DC 1925, vol. I, pp. 569-570, 583-584. 
4
 Forbes to Rivadavia 14 September 1821, in Manning 1925, pp. 583-584; decree of 6 October 1821 pp. 590-591. 

5
 Da Fonseca Figueira (1985, p. 96) wrongly gives the date of the Argos announcement as 10 December 1821. 
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10. El Argos de Buenos Aires, 10 November 1821 (full text of announcement).
1
 

 

Falksand” [sic!] (fig. 10). The Cadiz newspaper got its information from Gibraltar, no doubt from 

the Gibraltar Chronicle reporting from the Times of 3 August 1821, which had wrongly implied 

that Jewett’s Letter 2 was a circular (fig. 9). 

 While in command of the Heroína William Mason captured two ships, the first a legitimate 

prize, the Spanish brig of war Maipú, which he sent to Buenos Aires under a prize crew,
2
 but on 11 

July he captured a Portuguese ship, the Viscondesa do Rio Seco
3
 – that was piracy. The Heroína 

was already a pirate ship and Jewett was a pirate, but Mason himself was not a pirate until he 

captured a neutral ship. From then on, all his actions were illegal. The Heroína was leaking again, 

so in November 1821 he put in to Gibraltar, where he spent four months, but in March 1822 news 

of the Heroína’s capture of Portuguese ships reached Portugal, so a Portuguese frigate, the Perla, 

lay off Gibraltar waiting for the Heroína to come out. Mason made a dash for it on 19 March, but 

the Perla captured the Heroína off Morocco the next day and took her into Lisbon.
4
 She was 

condemned as fair prize by the Lisbon prize court and sold, and in April 1822 the court convicted 

Mason of piracy. He and some of his men spent two years in a prison hulk at Lisbon, till they were 

released in 1824 by the intervention of the British Minister in Lisbon, Sir Edward Thornton.
5
 

 The report on Mason’s trial in the prize court, by Auditor General of Marine Manuel José de 

Figueredo, dated 30 April 1822, stated regarding Jewett’s capture of the Carlota in the Heroína:
6
 

 

… this Corvette exercised the infamous traffic of piracy, plundering all vessels she could overhaul… the 

Heroine having fallen in… with the Portuguese ship Carlotta… captured her after two hours’ combat, 

transferring the Carlotta’s crew to the Heroine… until they were put on board of a vessel bound to the Island 

of Florez…; and… part of the crew of the Heroine saying they had not come to make war against the 

Portuguese flag, the Commander of the Heroine David Jewett, classed this proceeding of his crew as a 

mutiny, and ordered two officers and four seamen to be shot… It is further shewn that during the time the 

Heroine was anchored in the Falkland or Malvina Islands… an American Schooner entered the harbour 

where she lay, when the Pirate immediately remitted her with her Cargo to Buenos Ayres… 
 

The court asked Mason why the Carlota had been taken, but he refused to answer, saying it had 

been before he was in command. The court’s final verdict on the Heroína was that: 
 

… there is no doubt of her being a pirate and not a legal privateer…: because, all and every prize she took 

ought to have been competently tried and condemned, before any person should be suffered to touch any of 

the cargo… he confesses that the United Kingdoms of Portugal and Brazil are considered as friendly with 

Buenos-Ayres… The result of all this is, a convincing proof that the Commander, officers & crew of the 

Heroine were pirates that infested the high seas… 
 

Thus the Portuguese prize court ruled that both Jewett and Mason had committed piracy, Jewett in 

                                                 
1
 “GIBRALTAR – August 1821 – Colonel Jewett of the navy of the United Provinces of South America, and 

commander of the frigate Heroina, in a circular dated 9 November 1821 in the port of la Soledad, warns that on the 6th 

he took possession of the Falksand islands [sic] in the name of the said provinces. (Redactor of Cadiz.)” 
2
 Carranza vol. III, 1916, pp. 180-181; 1962 vol. II, p. 175. 

3
 Details in a letter in English by Mason dated 10 September 1822, from the prison hulk “San Sebastian” (São 

Sebastião) at Lisbon, in AGN X, 5-1-3. 
4
 Details from the report by Perla’s captain in Carranza vol. III, 1916, pp. 182-184 (1962 vol. II, pp. 177-178). 

5
 Manning 1932, p. 174. 

6
 Report printed in full in English translation in Manning 1932, fn. 1, pp. 169-171. 
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capturing the Portuguese Carlota and the American Rampart, and Mason in seizing the Portuguese 

Viscondesa do Rio Seco. As well as the Portuguese and American nationality of three of the 

Heroina’s prizes, the fact that they and their cargo had not been declared lawful prize by a court 

also counted as piracy. Since piracy was subject to universal jurisdiction, any court in any country 

could have condemned Jewett, Mason and the ship. The Portuguese court therefore had jurisdiction 

in the case and also ruled that Jewett’s seizure of the Rampart was piracy, even though she was not 

Portuguese. Jewett escaped conviction and imprisonment only because he was not present in court – 

by 1822 he was in Brazil, where he became an inveterate enemy of Argentina. 

 Since by definition pirates operate outside the law, they cannot perform legitimate acts of 

territorial sovereignty. In international law Jewett’s “act of possession” at Port Louis was invalid. 

 That, then, was the real story of David Jewett and his visit to the Falklands. 
 

David Jewett: the myths 
 

 However, a whole structure of myths has arisen about Jewett’s visit to the Falklands – myths 

which have been repeated for 180 years by successive authors. Many myths were launched by Louis 

Vernet in his “Report” of 10 August 1832 to the Buenos Aires acting foreign minister Manuel 

Vicente Maza. Most of its historical parts were written by the lawyer and politician Valentín 

Alsina,
1
 who confused Jewett’s actions with Vernet’s own activities ten years later – and he misread 

Jewett’s signature as “Daniel Jewitt”, which was repeated in books for over a century and a half. 

The full text of the passage concerning Jewett reads:
2
 

 

 In 1820, the Government of Buenos Ayres took formal and solemn possession of the Malvinas, in the 

person of the Colonel of its Navy, Mr. Daniel Jewitt. 

 When Jewitt arrived at La Soledad, he found disseminated in the Islands, more than 50 Foreign Vessels. 

I will name some of them:–– ENGLISH––Ship, Indian, Capt. Spiller, from Liverpool; Brig, Jane, Weddle, 

from Leith; do., Hette, Bond, from London; do., George, Richardson, from Liverpool; Cutter, Eliza, Powell, 

Liverpool; do., Sprightly, Frazier, from London. AMERICAN––Ships, General Knox, Eucane, Newhaven, 

and Governor Hawkins; Brigs, Fanning and Harmony; Schooners, Wasp, Free Gift, and Hero––from New 

York and Stonington… In the presence of these Vessels anchored in the port of La Soledad, Jewitt took 

possession, firing a salute of 21 guns, with the artillery which he landed. He treated them all with urbanity, 

and notified to them in writing the fact of the Republic having taken possession, and the prohibition to Fish 

on the Islands, or kill Cattle thereon, under the penalty of detention, and the remission of the Infringers to 

Buenos Ayres to be tried. 

 

Most of that is untrue. Some of the listed ships were certainly not at Port Louis when Jewett was 

there; Jewett certainly did not land his artillery (he had only a few fit men); there is no evidence that 

he notified anyone except William Orne of his possession-taking; he mentioned no penalties or 

trials; and the only prohibition he made was to exclude other crews from exploiting the wreck of the 

Uranie. But Vernet’s “Report” became widely known, since Maza had it printed in English and 

Spanish in the collection of documents presented to the Buenos Aires legislature on 18 September 

1832 (i.e. “Colección 1832” / “Papers Relative 1832”) as part of the Buenos Aires case in the 

dispute with the United States over the Lexington raid, and it was printed in English in London in 

1836 in BFSP. Many writers have based their accounts of Jewett’s visit on it, and it has contributed 

to Argentina’s presentations at the United Nations.  

 Unfortunately Vernet’s “Report” is riddled with errors. In The Falklands Saga I shall examine 

the many myths derived from it, including erroneous accounts of Jewett’s Falklands visit by 32 

authors.
3
 All of them apart from Louis Vernet himself rehash incorrect earlier accounts; most of 

                                                 
1
 Stated (without source) in Alfredo L. Palacios, Las Islas Malvinas, Archipiélago Argentino, Buenos Aires 1934, pp. 

40-41; 2nd ed. 1946, p. 43, and also stated by Mario Tesler (pers. comm.). 
2
 Louis Vernet’s “Report” to Maza of 10 August 1832, in Colección 1832, fols. 49 recto to 50 verso; English text here 

from BFSP 1832-1833, vol. XX, London 1836, pp. 418-419. 
3
 I.e. 1. Louis Vernet (1832); 2. Robert FitzRoy (1839); 3. Violet Boyson (1924); 4. Wilfred Down (1927); 5. Julius 

Goebel (1927); 6. Alfredo Palacios (1934/1946); 7. Antonio Gómez Langenheim (1934); 8. José María Ruda (1964); 9. 
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them incorrectly assume that Jewett was specifically sent to the Falklands by the Buenos Aires 

government; they wrongly state that he found many ships at Port Louis when he arrived (“The 

Many Ships Myth”; see below); some of them list ships that can be shown not to have been there; 

and many authors follow Vernet in misrepresenting Jewett’s Letters 1 and 2, which in fact make no 

prohibitions, do not mention sealing, fishing, whaling or hunting, do not threaten any punishments 

and were not sent to a number of captains
1
 (see the texts above, figs. 7 and 8). Here there is room 

only for a brief account. 

 The number of “more than 50 Foreign Vessels” is a wild exaggeration; the documentation 

suggests that in the 1820s there were often several ships in the Falklands at the same time, 

occasionally a dozen, but rarely more; there were never anywhere near fifty ships in the islands at 

the same time. The records show that when Jewett arrived, Berkeley Sound was empty, and he 

never moved from Port Louis, so he found no ships “disseminated in the islands”. Vernet and 

Alsina no doubt obtained their list of ships mostly from people who knew the South Atlantic well, 

quite possibly from Mathew Brisbane, who by the time of Vernet’s “Report” had spent some ten 

years in the area, and in 1832, like Vernet, was in Buenos Aires. They may also have found 

newspaper reports of ships active in the South Atlantic, but no record existed of which ships went to 

Port Louis in 1820 and which did not, so their list is pure guesswork. 

 Vernet and Alsina name 15 ships “anchored in the port of La Soledad”, but that list (above) 

includes ships which were certainly not present: the General Knox was at West Point Island almost 

200 kilometres away to the west; the Hero had left the Falklands on 27 October just before Jewett 

arrived, and the Free Gift was already in the South Shetlands (940 kilometres away) when Palmer 

arrived there in the Hero on 11 November,
2
 so she can hardly have been at Port Louis five days 

earlier. Weddell says that at the time of Jewett’s ceremony “several vessels which had arrived 

bound to New Shetland” were present, but the Indian was clearly not among them – she was at 

Valparaíso on 28 November bound for New South Shetland,
3
 so she cannot have been at the 

Falklands on 6 November – she would have had to sail from Port Louis round Cape Horn past the 

South Shetlands without doing any sealing, and up to Valparaíso, although she was bound to the 

South Shetlands. Not many captains were that slow to realise they had overshot the mark. 

 Two ships Vernet listed were in the Falklands at roughly the right time (though not necessarily 

on 6 November), but their surviving records do not mention Jewett. The George of Liverpool was in 

the Falklands in November 1820 on her way to the South Shetlands, and her captain sent a letter 

which was reported in The Times on 29 March 1821, and also appeared by sheer coincidence in the 

very issue of the Salem Gazette of 8 June 1821 that reported Jewett’s presence in the Falklands. The 

George’s crew were on East Falkland at the same time as Jewett, and left on 25 November 1820,
4
 

but the letter does not mention Jewett’s “taking possession”. For her crew to see Jewett’s ceremony, 

they would have had to be at Port Louis – from even as close as Johnson’s Harbour, Port Louis is 

not visible. So the George’s crew were either not there, or were there but her captain thought 

                                                                                                                                                                  
José Luis Muñoz Azpiri (1966); 10. Mario Tesler (1979); 11. Hugo Gambini (1982); 12. Andrew Graham-Yooll (1983); 

13. Ian Strange (1983); 14. Adrián Hope (1983); 15. Virginia Gamba (1984); 16. Fritz and Olga Hoffmann (1984); 17. 

José da Fonseca Figueira (1985); 18. Enrique Ferrer Vieyra (1985, 1993); 19. Peter Beck (1988); 20. Barry Gough 

(1992); 21. Rudolf Dolzer (1993); 22. Christian Maisch (2000); 23. Mary Cawkell (2001); 24. Eduardo Gerding (2003); 

25. Sir Lawrence Freedman (2005/2007); 26. Rodolfo Terragno (2006); 27. Gerald Roberts (2007); 28. Lanús 

University (2011), 29. Juan José Cresto (2011), 30. Kohen and Rodríguez (2015), and 31. Shucksmith-Wesley (2018). 
1
 These and other false assumptions are made by e.g. Adrián F. J. Hope, “Sovereignty and Decolonization of the 

Malvinas (Falkland) Islands”, in Boston College International and Comparative Law Review, vol. VI no. 2, Spring 

1983, pp. 413-414; Virginia Gamba, El Peón de la Reina [“The Queen’s Pawn”], Buenos Aires 1984, p. 39; Dolzer 

1993, p. 59; Dolzer’s German version 1986, p. 45; V[iolet] F[enton] Boyson, The Falkland Islands, Oxford 1924, pp. 

219-220; Goebel 1927, p. 434; Cawkell 2001, p. 90; Freedman 2005/2007, vol. I, p. 7; Terragno 2006, pp. 235, 236; 

Cresto 2011, pp. 239-242; Kohen and Rodríguez 2015, pp. 125-136. 
2
 Nathaniel Brown Palmer, in the Hero’s log for 11-12 November 1820, Library of Congress, Washington DC. 

3
 A. G. E. Jones, Ships Employed in the South Seas Trade 1775-1861, vol. I, Canberra (Australia) 1986, p. 58. 

4
 Date of 25 November 1820 for the George’s leaving the islands given in Campbell 2000, p. 108, fn. 
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nothing of it. Either way, the George cannot be counted as being present during Jewett’s ceremony. 

The Hetty of London (Vernet’s “Hette”) spent two weeks at Port Louis, at the head of “Barclay’s 

sound”; her crew spent some time ashore and managed to shoot a bull as well as pigs and geese, 

according to one of her crew, Thomas Smith, born in Kent, who later published a colourful 

autobiography in America, including a brief account of the ship’s visit to the Falklands in 1820.
1
 

Smith makes no mention of any “possession-taking” ceremony or of any other ship – he gives no 

date for the visit, but it seems likely that the Hetty left the islands before Jewett arrived and should 

likewise be deleted from Vernet’s list. 

 Thus Vernet’s account has led later authors to assume that many ships were present in Berkeley 

Sound when Jewett arrived – I call this erroneous notion “The Many Ships Myth”. In fact, unknown 

to all those authors, there is indeed an account of what ships were in Berkeley Sound immediately 

before Jewett arrived: it is by Nathaniel Brown Palmer, who was in the Sound on 27 October 1820, 

the day Jewett arrived. He found only the two Stonington ships Emeline (alongside which he had 

anchored the previous day), and the Catharina. The Catharina had just arrived, on 25 October; both 

ships were in a group of four Stonington ships with the Clothier and the Spark, and were looking 

for the latter two ships. So it seems highly likely that on failing to find them in the Sound, they left 

again, just as Palmer had left West Point Island on 22 October on finding no Stonington ships. Thus 

when Jewett arrived, not one of the ships often stated to have been there was in fact there. Only the 

Emeline and the Catharina may perhaps still have been there, but their presence seems unlikely. 

 Argentine authors attach far more importance to the Jewett episode than it deserves, and 

describe it as “The official taking of possession of the islands by Argentina in 1820”, or the like, but 

in fact not even the Buenos Aires government attached any importance to it at the time. The 

government knew from February 1821, when the Rampart arrived, that David Jewett was in the 

Falklands; they could have appointed him “Governor of the Malvinas”, and they could have made 

William Mason his official replacement as governor, but they did not. There was not a word in the 

government’s orders to Mason or Ansoátegui (or Ansoátegui’s successor) that suggested that in the 

Malvinas they would be on Argentine territory; they were ordered to continue the privateering 

cruise and thus to leave the islands. And though Buenos Aires knew nothing about Jewett’s 

“possession-taking” when they appointed Mason (since Jewett kept it secret), they knew about it 

from 10 November 1821, the day of the announcement in El Argos. But they showed no reaction; 

they neither formally announced the possession of the islands nor set up any presence there. 

 All Argentine authors fail to distinguish between privateers and pirates. There was a vital legal 

difference, which was known to all seamen and governments: privateers were officially licensed to 

capture only the ships of the enemy in war, whereas pirates were freelancers who captured ships of 

any country including their own, both in peace and war. Licensed privateers were accepted by all 

seafaring countries including Argentina, and operated legally under the authority of the government 

of a belligerent power, whereas pirates were everywhere criminals and outlaws. Since their acts 

were illegal everywhere, pirates were subject to “universal jurisdiction” – they could be taken to 

court and punished (sometimes with death) in any country, whether or not they had attacked that 

country’s vessels. From the moment a privateer made a capture not covered by his commission, he 

ceased to be a privateer and became a pirate – as the Portuguese prize court ruled in 1822 in 

reference to the Heroína, “there is no doubt of her being a pirate and not a legal privateer”. It was 

not possible to be a pirate and a privateer at the same time – Jewett did not remain a privateer but 

became a pirate the moment he captured a neutral ship. 
 

Conclusion 
 

 To sum up: there is no evidence that David Jewett was ordered to go to the Falklands and much 

evidence to the contrary. As soon as he captured the Portuguese ship Carlota he ceased to be a legal 

                                                 
1
 Thomas W. Smith (1801?-?1845), A Narrative of the Life, Travels and Sufferings of Thomas W. Smith…, Boston 

(Massachusetts), 1844, pp. 157-158. 



 19 

privateer and became a pirate; from then on all his actions were illegal in international law. He only 

decided to go to the Falklands after he had drawn a blank in both North and South Atlantic and his 

crew were beginning to die. Berkeley Sound was empty when he arrived, and the only ship he could 

contact was the Jane in Salvador Water. A few ships called at Port Louis soon afterwards on their 

way to the new sealing grounds in the South Shetlands, and some of their captains plus James 

Weddell saw him “take possession” of the islands before they left again. Jewett wanted to use the 

islands as a base for capturing Spanish ships, but none appeared, so he and his crew “vegetated” for 

six months. During that time he did not move from Port Louis; he did not exercise any kind of 

sovereignty and did nothing to interfere with the activities of British and American sealing ships (he 

says in Letter 3 that there was a British ship in Berkeley Sound in January 1821). He was again 

guilty of piracy in seizing the American ship Rampart, but in the end he gave up, and did not tell 

Buenos Aires of his “act of possession”. Jewett and his successor William Mason were merely 

captains of the Heroína; they never held any official position in the Falklands. Both were pirates, 

but only Mason was convicted and imprisoned; Jewett escaped punishment by going to Brazil. 

 Pirates naturally cannot perform legitimate acts of territorial sovereignty, so there was no 

“official taking of possession” of the Falklands by Argentina in 1820. 
 

Graham Pascoe 
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