Accounts of the action between the Duke of Marlborough packet and the Primrose, Bay of Biscay March 12, 1814
Account 1 - from ‘A History of the Royal Navy’ by Wm Laird Clowes, Vol.v, Sampson Low 1900

An exceedingly painful incident occurred in March. On the 12th, near the mouth of the Bay of Biscay, the Primrose, 18, Commander Charles George Rodney Phillott, and the Falmouth packet Duke of Marlborough, John Bull, master, bound for Lisbon, mistook one another for enemies. The error was facilitated by the smallness of the flags supplied to the packet, by the end on position of the two vessels when the Duke of Marlborough hoisted the private signal, and by the rather slovenly manner in which the packet sailed when first sighted.
The Primrose fired the first shot at 6.50pm; but nothing approaching to an engagement began until 7.55, ere which time the packet had attempted to make the private night signal, though it is probable that she did not make it correctly. At 8.15, a close action commenced, the Primrose’s repeated hails not having been answered. Not until Phillott had hailed an obviously beaten ship, did the unfortunate truth come out. The packet had 2 passengers killed and 9 or 10 men wounded, and was in an almost sinking state. The primrose had 1 man killed and 14 people (2 fatally) wounded, including Master Andrew Leech, and Master’s Mate Peter Belches.
Account 2 – from ‘The Naval History of Great Britain’ by William James, London 1847.
On the 12th of March, at 2 P. M., latitude 43° 16' north, longitude 10° 56' west, the British 18-gun brig-sloop Primrose, Captain Charles George Rodney Phillott, while lying to on the larboard tack with the wind from the north-east by east, discovered, and at 2 h. 30 m. made sail after, a vessel on the lee bow, standing to the south-west. This vessel was the British brig packet Duke of Marlborough, Captain John Bull, from Falmouth with a mail, bound to Lisbon. At 4h.20m pm, observing that the strange brig had altered her course to avoid her, the Primrose had fired a gun and hoisted her colours, a small blue ensign, at the gaff-end, and continued in chase. Shortly afterwards, when the Marlborough was about seven miles distant, the blue ensign was hauled down, and, that the stranger might see it more distinctly, a large red one hoisted in its stead. At 6h.50m pm the Primrose fired a shot at the strange brig, which from her yawing about, was supposed to be a captured English merchantman; anything, in short, but a King’s packet, as she had no lower studding-sails or royals set.
On first observing herself chased by the Primrose, whom she took for an American privateer, the Marlborough had hoisted the private signal, but the end-on position of the two vessels, their distance apart, and the circumstance of the flags being only half the established size, prevented the Primrose from making them out. 
After being up about two hours, after which time the Primrose had approached to within five miles, the private signal was hauled down, and the ensign and pendant only kept flying. As soon as it became dark the private night signal was made, or rather was attempted to be made, for it appears that no one on board the packet, except the gunner, knew the difference between the blue light and a false fire. At 7h.55m pm, the Marlborough opened a fire from one of her two brass 9-pounders out of the stern ports, which was so well directed, that it cut some of the rigging about the bowsprit and foremast of the Primrose, and passed through her main course. The fire was repeated from both stern guns, and continued to be destructive to the rigging and head-sails of the Primrose; who, from the breeze freshening, was now fast approaching.
At 8h.15m pm ranging up on the Marlborough’s larboard quarter, at the distance of about 100 yards, the Primrose shortened sail; and Captain Phillott hailed once, and his second lieutenant, who had a loud voice, twice. The only answer returned was the discharge of three guns, and immediately afterwards of the packet’s whole broadside; whereby the master, Mr Leech, and two men were mortally, and three slightly, wounded on board the Primrose. The latter now began firing as her guns could be brought to bear; but, owing to the manoeuvres of the Marlborough, the Primrose found a difficulty in firing with any effect. The Primrose then steered for the packet’s quarter to run her on board, but was prevented from doing so by a boom or spare-yard that had been rigged out from her stern. The sloop’s head-braces being at the same time shot away, her head-sails came aback, and she was unable for the present to close. Quickly refitting herself, the Primrose again made sail, and closing, reopened her fire. That of the Marlborough soon slackened; and, on Captain Phillott again hailing, the painful truth came out, that his antagonist was a British packet.
The damages received by the Marlborough, as admitted by Captain Bull and his officers, were of a very serous nature. Two 32-pound shot had passed through just below the water’s edge; and the packet, in consequence, had three and a half feet water in the hold, and by its rapid increase, was reduced to nearly a sinking state. Her masts also were much injured, and her standing and running rigging nearly all shot away. Her loss, on this unfortunate occasion, amounted to Adjutant Andrews of the 60th regiment, and another passenger, killed, and the master and nine or ten men wounded. 
Except a shot through her mainmast, the principal damage sustained by the Primrose has already been related: her loss amounted to one seaman killed, her master (Andrew Leech, dangerously), on master’s mate (Peter Belcher severely), and 12 seamen and marines wounded. At the request of Captain Bull, the carpenter of the Primrose and one of his mates were sent on board the Marlborough, to assist in stopping her leaks.
The facts above detailed differ materially from those we inserted in the first edition of this work; but we shall be exonerated from blame when we mention, that our first statement was grounded upon an apparently authentic account, already before the English public; and which account, owing probably to the absence of the Primrose on a foreign station, was not contradicted. The minutes of a court of enquiry, held upon Captain Phillott, on the subject of this unfortunate encounter, have since been put into our hands; and it is thus that we have been enabled to give the only correct account of the transaction which has appeared in print.
Account 3 – from ‘The History of the Post Office Packet Service’ by Arthur H Norway. (Macmillan & Co. 1895)
The circumstances of the action next to be narrated are very singular. On the 12th March the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ under the command of Captain John Bull in person, was off Cape Finisterre on her passage to Lisbon. At one o’clock in the afternoon a strange brig was seen from the masthead, laying to with her head to the eastward. At three o’clock this vessel hoisted her mainsail and bore down on the ‘Marlborough’, which accordingly altered her course and made all sail to avoid an encounter. At the same time Captain Bull made the private signal, and kept it flying. The signal was not answered; and without further delay the crew of the ‘Marlborough’ were called to quarters, the boarding nettings were got up, and stuffed with spare sails, hammocks, and mattresses; the topsail-sheets were stoppered; and a spare topsail-yard was slung across the stern for a boarding boom. At four o’clock the brig hoisted a blue ensign, yawed, and fired two guns to leeward, and shortly afterwards hauled down the blue ensign, and hoisted another which Captain Bull and his officers believed to be American, but which they could not distinguish clearly. These details have an important bearing on the event.
Thereupon, since an action appeared to be inevitable, the ‘Marlborough’s’ private signal was hauled down, and her colours hoisted. It was then growing dark, and Captain Bull made the private night signal, consisting of two blue lights, one on each quarter. This signal also remained unanswered; and as he was in the act of making it, Captain Bull plainly saw in the gathering darkness a match put to a gun on the forecastle of the approaching vessel, which was then fully in view right astern of the Packet.
By this time the round shot from the brig were going over the ‘Marlborough’. Captain Bull cut away his boat so as to free the stern guns, and fired each of them twice. He then hoisted a lantern at the mizzenpeak, and waited for the enemy to come up. The strange vessel soon came up abreast of the Packet and poured in her starboard broadside with round and grapeshot at half pistol-shot distance. 

The ‘Duke of Marlborough’ was not slow in replying; and the action was continued hotly for an hour and a quarter, when the enemy bore down and attempted to board the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ on the starboard quarter. On coming up, however, his bow struck the boarding boom, which Captain Bull’s forethought had provided, and compelled him to steer off. The Falmouth men improved this advantage by firing their two brass guns and several muskets right into their enemy; and, as the two vessels were almost grazing each other at the time, they doubtless did, as they supposed, great execution.
The enemy thereupon hauled off to repair damages; and Captain Bull, examining the injury which his own ship had received, found that a 32 pound shot had passed between wind and water, that there were already three and a half feet of water in the hold, and that the leak was increasing fast. The carpenter was sent below to endeavour to stop it, and the pumps were being actively worked, when, at nine o’clock, the enemy ran down and renewed the action at close quarters. The fire of her heavy guns had by this time reduced the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ to a mere wreck. The running and standing rigging was cut and torn in every direction; the Packet was almost unmanageable, and in a half sinking state. Her lantern was twice shot away; but a fresh one was prepared, and for greater security lashed fast to the main-boom. No less than eleven of Captain Bull’s men had been wounded; one of them had lost both arms, and several others were seriously hurt. Lieutenant Andrews, of the 60th Regiment, a passenger on his way to Lisbon, was killed after showing great bravery throughout the action.

Notwithstanding these losses, however, and the manifest superiority of the enemy, the Cornishmen were quite prepared to fight it out; and when, after another close contest of fifty minutes, resulting in no obvious advantage to either side, the enemy hailed them, asking, “What ship is that?” Captain Bull, not choosing to own his inferiority of force, replied, “His Majesty’s brig ‘Vixen’ ”, demanded the name of the other, and must have doubted his ears when he received the answer, “His Majesty’s brig ‘Primrose’ “. There was a pause; then another hail was heard from the ‘Primrose’  asking what ship she had been contending. To this question, there being now no object in evasion, Captain Bull replied by stating the name and service of his vessel; and was desired to make the private signal, which he did. It was at once answered; and the Captain of the ‘Primrose’ thereupon requested Captain Bull to come on board.
Being informed that the ‘Duke of Marlborough’s’ boat had been cut away, he sent his own; but Captain Bull allowed no one except the lieutenant in command to come on deck until he had satisfied himself that the vessel he had to do with was really an English cruiser. 

When he was convinced of this he went on board the ‘Primrose’; and on returning to his own vessel found that five 32 pound shot had gone through her side close to the water’s edge; so that he was obliged to get immediate assistance from the carpenters of his late antagonist.
That the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ was much shattered in this action is not surprising. What is really extraordinary is that she was not blown out of the water at an early stage of the affair. The ‘Primrose’ carried sixteen 32-pound carronades, one 12-pound carronade on the forecastle, and two long six-pounders. Her crew consisted of one hundred and twenty five men. The ‘Marlborough’ carried twelve guns, mostly six-pounders, and none heavier than nine, with thirty two men and boys. She had also on board seven male passengers; but it is not stated that any of these took part in the action, except Lieutenant Andrews, who was unfortunately killed.

On the arrival of the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ at Lisbon, the passengers, feeling grateful to Captain Bull not only for his gallantry, but also for his kind treatment of the ladies who were on board, presented him with a sword, and distributed four hundred dollars among the crew.

The account of this action given by James (Naval History, Vol. Vi, page 278, ed. 1837) is not written with the evident desire to be fair which that historian usually evinced. The story as told by him suggests that Captain Bull was solely, or at least chiefly to blame; and as the Post-Office came to a totally different conclusion, while the Admiralty itself censured Captain Phillott, and made no complaint concerning Captain Bull, it cannot be presumptuous to question the accuracy of Mr James conclusion. 

In an earlier edition of his history it appears that an account more favourable to Captain Bull appeared; but in the edition of 1837 this account was revised; and the author states [in his 1847 edition] that when the former on was written, he had not seen the minutes of the court-martial of Captain Phillott. As reference is thus pointedly made to the court-martial, it would have been more candid to notice the fact that the finding of that court imputed negligence to Captain Phillott. 
The sentence of the court, held at Plymouth on April 16th, 1814, was in the following words: “The Court is of the opinion that the circumstance of the ‘Duke of Marlborough’ being in moderate weather without any lower studding sails, and with her royal masts down, appears to have left the Prisoner, Captain Phillott, and the officers of the “Primrose’, under an impression that she was a merchant vessel; and the very small size of the flag and pendant used by the Packet in making the private signal, and the top-gallant sail being close up to the mast-head, may reasonably account for not seeing the signal; and the night private signal made by the Packet, viz., two false fires, appears not to have been seen on board the “Primrose’. But the Court is of the opinion that when the Packet was found to be an armed vessel, by firing a stern chase gun, it was the duty of the Prisoner to have made the private signal. And the Court laments that the then near approach of the vessel induced Captain Phillott to prefer hailing the Packet. [Transcriber’s note: reader’s will have noticed that the James version in Account 2 above, issued ten years later in 1847, effectively apologises for the prior 1837 account, acknowledging its invalid bias against the Packet at that time.]
                                         ****************************
Research Note 1: Laurie Wilson visited the Public Records Office in London 1998 where Admiralty records are held and was able to locate the original Admiralty official records of the minutes of firstly an interim Inquiry held 1814 in Lisbon by the British Consul – this enquiry tended to absolve the Primrose suggesting poor signaling technique by Bull – and secondly, the formal Court Martial of Phillott, which, as indicated above, found against Phillott.
Research Note 2: Our forbear William MacDonald is not named in the above accounts. He was in fact the Master of the ‘Marlborough’ and not the Captain – we note also that he was wounded in the battle. It was normal for the office of ‘Master’ to exist only Royal Navy fighting ships and often not on merchantmen, however in time of war many merchant ships were armed and accordingly they also often included this office the duty of which was to direct the technical and operational detail in the running of the ship, eg, navigation, supplies, repairs., condition of sails/rigging/anchors etc, keeping the log, controlling the watch, and other duties. 
The Captain was in overall command but additionally directly controlled the military contingent on board and the tactics and defence of the ship in battle. On smaller ships often the roles were combined and the Master was also the Captain. Today the roles are frequently combined on even larger ships – the former master’s role now often called the ‘Executive Officer’. The article below elaborates, but also refers to social status of the Master.
We know of our William being the Master referred to because of the inscription on the gold handled sword which has been passed down in many lines of the broad Wilson family by mouth and in written form taken from the sword itself and witnessed by family members living today – see also William’s death notice from the April 28th 1846 edition of the ‘Colonial Times and Tasmanian Consolidated’ which also recounts the story and confirms his role, and refers to both the sword and set of silver plate awarded to him. 
The Role of Master in the Royal Navy

Master is one of the oldest titles in naval usage. Originally, as today, it applied to the officer in command of a merchant vessel. When the medieval nation took the merchant vessel into its service, converting it to a man-of-war, the civilian master remained aboard. In this capacity he was subordinate to the military captain, but still responsible for the technical matters pertaining to his vessel. 

Eventually the captain and lieutenants became competent in navigation, but this remained the master's particular specialty. In addition to navigation, Masters were responsible for stowing the ship's hold (because of its effect on her trim), for the condition of the sails, rigging, and anchors, and for keeping the official log. Masters took charge of watches in rotation with the lieutenants, and in battle he stood near the wheel and conned the ship. They could also command non-combatant naval vessels, such as transports. Since most Masters had gained their experience in the merchant service, they were not generally considered to be in a "gentlemanly" position, and were not given a sovereign's commission like the captain and lieutenants. They were instead appointed by warrant, and were the most senior of all the warrant officers. 

Although Masters were declared to be equal to Lieutenants in 1808, the Master's pay was usually second only to their captain's. Generally, a Master could not hope for any promotion or to become commissioned, although this did occasionally happen, James Cook and William Bligh being two prominent examples. The Master aboard the fleet flagship was called the "Master of the Fleet." In the nineteenth century, the Master's status improved in the Royal Navy. In 1843 they were made commissioned officers, albeit non-executive. In 1864, Masters of fifteen years service were given the rank of Staff Commander, and Masters of the Fleet became Staff Captains. In 1867 Masters were given the title "Navigating Lieutenant," part of the Navigating Branch. But navigation was a firm part of the executive officer's duties by this time, and there was no longer a real need for a branch of specialized navigators. No more were appointed after 1883, and the last officer of the branch retired in 1913. 
By 1800, Masters generally started their careers as Second Masters, who assisted the master on ships of the third rate and above. Second Masters could also act as Masters on small vessels like cutters and schooners. In 1867, Second Masters became "navigating sub-lieutenants." 

Research Note 3: Gold handled sword inscription states –

“Presented to the Master, William MacDonald, by the passengers on board the Marlborough Packet as a token of admiration in gallantly seconding his brave Commander in the action fought with the Primrose on the 12th march, 1814.”
