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HMS Briton

Royal Navy

28 September 1808

Builder: Chatham Dockyard

Laid down: February 1810

Launched: 11 April 1812

Fate: Broken up 18 September
1860

General characteristics

Class & type: Leda class Fifth-rate 44
gun frigate

Tons burthen: 1,079 ton bm

Length: 149.1 feet (45.4 m)

Beam: 40.2 feet (12.3 m)

Draft: 14.1 feet (4.3 m)

Propulsion: Sail

Sail plan: Fully rigged barque

Complement: 284

Armament: Upper deck: 28 x 18
pounders.
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Quarter deck: 8 x 9
pounder. and 6 x 32
pounder carronades.
Forecastle deck: 2 x 9
pounders. and 2 x 32

pounder carronades.
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under the command of Captain Philip Pipon, Briton received orders to proceed to the
Pacific around Cape Horn where HMS Phoebe and Cherub were engaged in a hunt
for the American frigate USS Essex, which had attacked British whalers in the area.
When the Briton and Tagus arrived in Valparaiso on 21 May the two other British
ships had already captured the American vessel following the Battle of Valparaiso.

The four British ships left port on 26 June 1814 arriving at Paita further up the coast
of Peru on 2 July. They left the same night and continued northwards close to the
shore then anchored near the mouth of the Tumbes River on the border with
Ecuador.

"It was on this place a boat belonging to the Phoebe was upset, which occasioned
the death of Lieut. Jago, and the Purser, but whether they were drowned or eaten by
the Alligators is uncertain. Several of these frightful creatures were seen next
morning basking themselves in the sun, and both these gentlemen being good
swimmers, one may be led to conclude they reached the shore only to die a more
wretched death."

Galapagos Islands & Nuku Hiva

On finding nearby Isla de la Plata devoid of water, the Briton and Tagus headed
south to Salango Island where they anchored overnight before setting sail for the
Galapagos Islands, arriving at Floreana Island, then known as Charles Island, on 25
July. The following day the two ships visited San Cristobal Island (then Chatham
Island) before proceeding to Santiago Island (then James Island). After a ten day
stay in the Galapagos and a 3,000-mile (4,800 km) journey westward, on 28 August
1814, the flotilla anchored off Nuku Hiva (then called Sir Henry Martyn's Island), one
of the Marquesas Islands, which Commodore David Porter of the Essex had
previously claimed for the United States and renamed Madison Island after the then
US President.[*! Porter had built a fort and a villa on the island, which were destroyed
by the natives after his ship left.

Before departure, Sir Thomas Staines, with the consent of the local tribes excepting
the "Typees" from the Tai Pi Valley, took possession of Nuku Hiva of behalf of the
British Crown.[!

Pitcairn Islands
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HMS Briton at Pitcairn Island

Nearly three weeks later, on the return journey to Valparaiso, Briton and Tagus made
landfall at the then little known island of Pitcairn.

"On the 17th September, 1814, at about half-past two o'clock in the morning, to my
surprise and astonishment, land was discovered, both by the Briton and Tagus, and
nearly at the same moment. The ships were hove to, and, on hailing the Briton, it
was determined to continue in that situation until daylight in the morning, to
ascertain the exact position of the land in view, and, according to circumstances, to
reconnoitre (sic) it, if necessary. We were then, by our reckoning, in the latitude of
about 24° 40' S., and longitude 130° 24' W., the land bearing S.S.E. five or six
leagues. As in all the charts in our possession there was no land laid down in or near
this longitude, we were extremely puzzled to make out what island it could be, for
Pitcairn Island being, according to all accounts, in the longitude of 133° 24' W., we
could not possibly imagine so great an error could have crept into our charts with
respect to its situation."

—Captain Philip Pippin, HMS Tagus.

Unbeknown to anyone aboard the two visiting ships, the only surviving mutineer
from the Fletcher Christian led 1789 Mutiny on the Bounty, John Adams, remained
alive on Pitcairn. Although Mayhew Folger aboard the American trading ship Topaz
had paid a brief visit to the island in 1808 and the Admiralty in London were aware
of the situation on the island from his subsequent report, neither Staines nor Pipin
had been informed. The Royal Marine Commander aboard the Briton, Lieutenant
John Shillibeer, wrote in his account of their arrival:

"At this moment I believe neither Captain Bligh of the Bounty, nor Christian, had
entered any of our thoughts, and in waiting the approach of the strangers, we
prepared to ask them some questions in the language of those people we had so
recently left. They came —and for me to picture the wonder which was conspicuous
in every countenance, at being hailed in perfect English, what was the name of the
ship, and who commanded her, would be impossible—our surprize can alone be
conceived. The Captain answered, and now a regular conversation commenced. He
requested them to come alongside, and the reply was, " We have no boat hook to
hold on by." "I will throw you a rope" said the Captain. "If you do we have nothing to
make it fast to" was the answer. However, they at length came on board,
exemplifying not the least fear, but their astonishment was unbounded."

The first man from Pitcairn to board the Briton soon proved who the islanders were.
His name, he said, was Thursday October Christian, the first born on the island and
son of Fletcher Christian.

"He was then about twenty-five years of age, a fine young man, about six feet high,
his hair deep black, his countenance open and interesting, of a brownish cast, but
free from all that mixture of a reddish tint which prevails on the Pacific islands; his
only dress was a piece of cloth round his loins, and a straw hat, ornamented with the
black feathers of the domestic fowl ... we were glad to trace in his benevolent
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"Current Bottle, No. 37. —This bottle has been thrown overboard, to determine the
current, by Mr. W. H. Hale, of H.M.S. Briton. Whoever finds it, is requested to give
intelligence of the same, in writing, to Mr. Harrison, the editor of the Hampshire
Telegraph, at Portsmouth. —H.M.S. Briton, Captain the Hon. W. Gordon, Gulf of
Mexico, 2nd February, 1830, from Tampico to England, in lat. 27° 50', lon. 84° 40'.
Tortugas S. 18°, E. 230 miles."

Briton was used as a convict ship from 1841 onwards and a target ship from 1850
before being broken up at Portsmouth in 1860.
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