                                  The Story of the Britomart
The Britomart was a brig/barque of 243 tons built at Deptford, Kent in 1808 and commissioned into the Royal Navy where she stood on service until decommissioned and sold to private interests in 1819. As a Royal Navy warship she saw active service and records have been discovered in respect to two such action set out in the Research Note below.

Britomart was owned by William when he with Agnes (Smith) and daughter Agnes Eliza Smith MacDonald arrived in Hobart from Europe in 1833. It made an even earlier voyage to Australia from England in 1822 under Captain Daniel Peach at which time it was owned by other persons – it is possible that William was a member of her crew and was perhaps ‘introduced’ to Australia on this voyage but this has not yet been established.
Lloyd’s Registry of Shipping records that in 1838 the Britomart was owned and mastered for a voyage to Swan River by William MacDonald. The vessel was later lost with all hands off the coast of Tasmania in 1839 whilst on a voyage from Melbourne to Hobart – William MacDonald was neither owner or master of Britomart at that time having sold the ship shortly before. 

Britomart’s loss was followed by circulation of rumours of foul play – pirates, runaway convicts, renegade aborigines all under suspicion for having caused Britomart to run onto the rocks of Preservation Island or scavenged its valuables. In his ‘Victorian Shipwrecks’ (Hawthorn Press, 1971) J K Loney says, 
“………rumours and veiled references to the pirating of the Britomart near Banks Straits, north of Tasmania, caused considerable dissatisfaction throughout the colony. The government of the day seemed strongly disinclined to determine whether the passengers and crew of the ship were drowned or murdered or whether they landed alive or were plundered after being washed ashore. Soon after the vessel disappeared, its log book, register, compass, various pieces of wreckage and a number of personal items were reported in the hands of persons living on the Bass Strait Islands, and sealers well flushed with money boasted openly that they knew the whereabouts of the wreck. 
Interest also strengthened  in a report that a female passenger had fallen into the hands of Gippsland aborigines, ………….. police and troopers spent several years searching for a mythical white woman at aboriginal camps throughout Gippsland”.

   Britomart (brig) 243 tons. Bass Strait, 1839

         Disappeared between Melbourne and Hobart in December 1839.  

         Following her disappearance, stories circulated concerning pirates in 

         Bass Strait and women survivors held captive by aborigines, but 

         nothing definite was ever proved.

The following account of Britomart’s disastrous final voyage appears in ‘Australian Shipwrecks’ Vol.1 1622-1850 by Charles Bateson, Publisher Reed Sydney 1972.

‘The Britomart sailed from Melbourne Vic for Hobart Tas on 15 December 1839 and never reached her destination. Ugly rumours circulated at the time of her disappearance that she had been lured ashore by false lights and plundered by sealers and runaway convicts living on the Bass Strait islands. No official inquiry into her fate was held, and there does not seem to be any truth in the rumours, although it is probable that when wreckage from her began to drift ashore on Preservation and Clarke Islands, in the Furneaux group, the more valuable objects were appropriated by the island residents. James Munro, a prominent Bass Strait resident and Government Agent on Preservation Island, wrote Captain William Moriarty, Port Officer at Hobart, in January 1840, that letters and newspapers from the Britomart had been washed ashore on Preservation Island about 22 or 26 December 1839.
He also stated that ‘several pieces of the wreck, with a few casks, etc, washing upon the shores of the island hereabouts, but nothing of any consequence or value’. At about the same time Malcolm Smith, in a letter from Flinders Island dated 10 January 1840, advised the Colonial Secretary at Hobart that ‘a trunk containing documents of very considerable value has been found at Preservation Isle with various fragments of the wreck and some carcasses of sheep’.
The government cutter Vansittart, whose master was Captain Gill, was sent to search for the missing Britomart, and on 7 February 1840 Captain Moriarty reported to the Colonial Secretary that the Vansittart had returned to Launceston and had been unsuccessful in her search. 

She had been dispatched because of a report from Captain Watt, master of the Blossom, that he had seen lights on Clarke Island which, it was suggested, came from the missing vessel’s survivors. Owing to the bad weather, the Blossom had been unable to land at the island. Criticism of the manner in which Gill carried out the search led to the appointment of a committee to inquire, not into the loss of the Britomart, but into Gill’s conduct. Apparently he had contravened the Navigation Act in not handing over promptly some items from the Britomart, as, according to the Colonial Times, any property from the wreck was deemed under the Act to be stolen goods unless handed over within twenty-four hours. 
The Board, however, used the expression ‘some foul play’ in respect of only the first speculations regarding the Britomart’s fate.
The same newspaper said that the contents of a box, ‘said to have gone on shore at Clarke’s Island’, were brought up by the Captain of the Sir John Franklin, and contained the register, several letters, a journal, some loose papers, and about two pounds of gold and silver. In the same article the newspaper contradicts itself by saying the contents of this box were brought up by Captain Gill. Whether or not this was the trunk referred to by Malcolm Smith as having been washed up on Preservation Island, it is impossible to say. The Colonial Times reporter examined the register, journal and loose papers. ‘We were at once convinced that the box referred to had not been driven on shore by the sea, nor indeed, been immersed in the water at all.’ The inference is that the Britomart was lured ashore and plundered, but the article in the Colonial Times was of a sensational nature and its statements must be accepted with reserve. If there was any truth in the claims of the Colonial Times one would expect to find some official confirmation, either in the committee’s findings or a report by Captain Moriarty or Captain Gill. The reports of wreckage washed up on the various islands tend to suggest strongly that the Britomart foundered in their vicinity, with the loss of all on board.
The Britomart was a barque of 243 tons, but has often been confused with HM brig of the same name, and called a brig. Her particulars have not been found.

                                       ******************************

Research Note - ‘Her particulars’ have now been at least partly established – Britomart had in fact been a Royal Navy 18 gun Brig, indeed the first of at least three RN warships to have carried that name each following the other in service. Her successor with that name also saw service in Australian waters serving with HMS Rattlesnake around the Torres Strait and Darwin, then called Port Essington. 

The following report provides some details of William’s Britomart whilst it was still in Royal Navy service – we have yet to discover when he purchased this ship and whether he might have been in her crew during its 1822 voyage to Hobart and Melbourne.

However the discovery that he as Captain, and Agnes Smith were on the ‘Good Intent’ in Antwerp Harbour in 1831 when ‘their daughter’ Agnes Eliza Smith MacDonald was born on board indicates that his purchase, and perhaps their decision to go off to Van Diemen’s Land occurred shortly after that event. We must wonder whether this was a sudden decision brought on by their personal circumstances. See the ‘The Stories of William and Agnes’ article for some speculation and intrigue on this subject.
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Britomart, 10 ; 1808 

Type: 

Date from: 1808 ; Date to: 1819 ; Sold

BM: tons ; Disp: tons 

Propulsion: Complement: 

Dimensions: feet ; HP: ; knots ; 

Notes: [re actions]
27 Aug 1816 Battle of Algiers. 
As a result of the Dey's reluctance to discuss the abolition of christian slavery ; the delivery of all christian slaves in the kingdom of Algiers; the repayment of all the money that had recently been exacted for the redemption of Neapolitan and Sardinian slaves ; peace with the king of the Netherlands ; and the immediate liberation of the British consul and the two boats' crews of the Prometheus. Medals granted to surviving officers, seamen and marines (and soldiers who served as marines) per order of 7th June, 1848

16 Jul 1812 Boats of Osprey near Heligoland

On the 16th of July Captain Timothy Clinch, of the 18-gun ship-sloop Osprey, cruising in company with the 10-gun brig-sloops Britomart and Leveret, Captains William Buckly Hunt and George Wickens Willes, detached a boat from each, under the respective commands of Lieutenants William Henry Dixon of the Britomart, William Malone (2) of the Osprey and Francis Darby Romney of the Leveret, in chase of a French lugger privateer about nine leagues to the north-west of the island of Heligoland.

At 1 h. 30 m. P. M., when the three boats were about five leagues off, the 

lugger came to an anchor ; but, shortly afterwards, on perceiving the boats, she got under way and made sail. Lieutenant Dixon then cheered the boats, and sailed on until 3 h. 30 m. P. M. ; when the Britomart's boat, being ahead, opened her fire, at about musket-shot distance, and received from the lugger, after she had hoisted French colours, a fire in return which wounded one man. The Osprey's boat then closed ; but Lieutenant Dixon considered the lugger too powerful to be attempted without the aid of the Leveret's boat, then about half a mile distant. As soon as the latter came abreast of the two remaining boats, it was arranged that the Britomart's boat should attack the larboard, the Leveret's the starboard side, and the Osprey's the stern, of the French lugger.

The British then cheered and prepared for boarding. At this moment the oars of the Leveret's boat got foul of the Britomart's boat, and occasioned the former to drop astern. Lieutenants Dixon and Malone now grappled the lugger's stern, and, after a 10 minutes' obstinate struggle, made good their boarding. But it was not until after a 10 minutes' further resistance on the lugger's deck, that her colours were hauled down. Even then the French crew continued firing pistols up the hatchway, and wounded one or two of the British. These at length silenced the enemy's fire, and hoisted the English ensign. The lugger proved to be the Eole, of Dunkerque, pierced for 14 guns, but having only six mounted, with a crew on board of 31 officers and men. In this very spirited enterprise, the British sustained a loss, in the two boats that made the attack, of two seamen killed, Lieutenant Dixon (slightly) and 11 men wounded.
