Thirteen Dover Boatmen
o In Maidstone Gaol *

by Peter Burville PhD

he Dover Express of 14th May 1859

reported, "We have the gratification to
state that the thirteen Dover boatmen
who were lately consigned to Maidstone
gaol for the costs in an action for salvage
of an Austrian brig have been released,
and have returned to their families."

A few days later further information on
the matter was given in the South Eastern
Gazette of TUesday 17th: "AHARD CASE -
Eight or nine months ago an Austrian brig
ran ashore in Dover and was saved from
total wreck by the exertions of 13
boatmen, who succeeded in getting the
vessel off and bringing her into the
harbour. For this service the men claimed
salvage but, not being well-advised as to
their method of proceeding, it was not
allowed by the Admiralty Court, and the
boatmen, instead ofbeing rewarded, were
mulcted (punished by a fine) in £250
costs. Being unable to pay this, they were
committed to Maidstone gaol for
contempt of Court, their contempt being
their inability to pay. Twelve of these poor
men were married, and the families
amounted to thirty-nine children. They
have remained in confinement until now,
and would probably have so remained for
life, had not a subscription been raised in
their behalf. The result is that the men are
released, and on Thursday returned home
to their families."

W hat series of events could have led to the
breadwinners of twelve families and one
other unfortunate being put in gaol at a
time when the only recourse for their

dependants would have been the
workhouse? The answer to this question is
recorded in the High Court of Admiralty
papers held by the Public Record Office
(National Archives, HCA 18/290 4381) at
Kew. A summary of that information,
which consists of a series of depositions or
statements presented at the court hearing,
followed by the judge's decision on the
case is given below.

On 17th February 1858 the 262-ton
Austrian brig Aureo set sail from Shields
(Newcastle upon Tyne) with a cargo of
about 300 tons of coal bound for
Constantinople, (now Istanbul), in
TUrkey. The ship was registered in Trieste,
then part of Austria, but in 1918 it was
annexed by Italy. Brigs, with their long
bowsprit, two masts and square rigging,
were popular vessels through to the end of
the 19th century for both naval and
mercantile purposes.

Late on Friday 12th March 1858 the Aureo
landed the pilot at Deal and continued
down channel in blustery weather.
Following some tacking activities, not a
forte of the brig's square rigging, the ship
grounded on the Varne Bank some nine
miles southwest of Dover. With the strong
wind and large waves the ship was soon
afloat again but she was taking on water.
According to the ship’s master, Franscesco
Guiseppe Francovich, there was about 2ft
6ins of water in the hold and the pumps
were manned. As the water was gaining
on the pumps the master decided to head
for Dover Harbour. Because of the bad sea



conditions and lack of any assistance it
was decided to beach the vessel rather
than attempt to enter the harbour. At
about 10.30 pm on Saturday 13th March
1858 the Aureo was beached at East Cliff
near Guilford Battery.

Once grounded on the beach local
boatmen immediately approached
proffering help, an offer the master
refused several times. The evidence in the
depositions, on what happened regarding
the grounded Aureo, provides views from
the different perspectives of the deposers.

We start with that sworn to by six of the
local boatmen, Benjamin Burvill, Stephen
Pilcher, Thomas Pilcher, Richard Ladd,
Edward Spain and Thomas Ladd. At about
10 pm on Saturday 13th March 1858 the
six boatmen, together with William Ladd
who was away at the time the deposition
was made, saw the brig heading for the
beach but showing no lights or signals of
distress. Thinking the crew had no idea
they were heading for the beach they
attempted to warn them but the ship
grounded. Tbgether with the men from
the coastguard they launched two boats
through the heavy surf at great personal

risk. Offers of assistance
were rejected by the
captain and the coastguard
chief boatman was
threatened with a spike by
the Aureo crew.

At about 3am on Sunday Mr
Sisco, the agent, needing to
engage six or seven hands
for one tide called these
deposers over and hired
them as they were well-
known to him. They were
needed to save the ship's
stores and provisions but
Sisco said he was not clear
about the master's intentions. The
boatmen duly took many items ashore as
requested by the master.

The master asked Burvill to take an anchor
off the brig and anchor the craft to the
shore but the boatmen felt that if the
vessel were to be saved a seaward anchor
should be set. Having removed the ship's
equipment including compasses,
chronometer and barometers at the
master's instruction, it was the boatmen's
opinion that "the captain and crew were
evidently desirous of slupping the ship",
that is to abandon it on the beach, having
removed the cargo. Mr Latham the
Austrian Vice Consul (shipping agent) who
had taken over from agent Sisco then
advised the boatmen. A debate followed
between Latham and Burvill as to whether
the craft could be towed round to the
harbour, a suggestion not supported by the
master.

About 9.30am on Sunday, as the Aureo was
starting to float on the incoming tide, the
boatmen used one of their boats to fetch
the Sir William Wallace, a steam tug that
was out in Dover Bay. The master left the
beach in Burvill's boat but his request to be



put on the Aureo was refused by Burvill
who felt there could be no delay in
exploiting a helpful tide to get the ship to
safety.

With the original boatmen, together with
further local boatmen hired by Latham,
manning the pumps the craft was towed
by the tug into the harbour. While being
towed the Aureo passed the harbour steam
tug pulling the two barges that Latham
had ordered to take the cargo off the ship.
The Aureo grounded in the harbour and
the District Agent of Admiralty Droits took
possession of the vessel as if it was a
derelict. Over the next four tides, having
emptied some of the cargo and continued
with the pumping, the boatmen
succeeded in getting the vessel safely
alongside the quay.

The additional local boatmen James
Cambell, Stephen Clements, George
Singleton, Henry Prescott, James

Gillispie, George Young, George Muddle,
Richard Betts, John Spice, William Spice
and Charles Westo also swore a
deposition. This stated that on the
morning of Sunday 14th March 1858 they
were hired by Mr Latham the Austrian
Vice Consul, to go aboard the Aureo "to
strip the ship aloft and clear the decks in
readiness to take out the cargo as he said
there was no doubt the vessel must
remain on the beach". Already onboard
there was one member of the crew and
seven boatmen who had been working all
night. As the ship started to move, with
the rising tide, the recently recruited
eleven boatmen agreed with Burvill that
they should man the pumps and take the
craft to the harbour. Cambell, under the
direction of Burvill, took the helm for the
towing by the tug. In the harbour the ship
grounded near the Dolphin.

Next we get the view of James Spain a

customs officer. As duty officer he went to
the beached Aureo in order to get her
victualling bill and to access what might
be brought ashore from her. In order to get
the information wanted for the Tide
Surveyor, his superior officer, Spain
attempted to board the ship but despite
explaining his business, the master
refused, as he had done to the boatmen.

At about 3am on Sunday 14th March 1858
he was able to get the required
information with the help of Mr Sisco of
the firm of Messrs Hodges and Company.
Spain also stated Burvill and all his
boatmen were to "receive eight or nine
shillings a tide but if the boatmen should
get the vessel off the arrangement had
nothing to do with that as it would then be
a case of salvage and paid for accordingly”.
Ofthe disagreement between Latham and
Burvill over attempting to move the ship
Slain stated "... if the said vessel had been
allowed to remain on the beach, as was
the evident desire ofthe captain, she must



have become a wreck as at the next tide the

wind blew very hard and it would be
impossible to get her off".
Now for the matter as seen by

coastguardsman Edward Sneller of Casement
station in East CIliff: Sneller was one of the
crew of the first boat to offer the Aureo
assistance but, as stated above, the master of
the brig would not countenance anyone
going aboard. Sneller returned to the shore
and at midnight his commanding officer,
Lieutenant Royse relieved him from duty
until 5am on Sunday 14th March 1858. On
his return Sneller found Burvill's boatmen
had landed stores, provisions and rigging on
the beach. Other boatmen then joined them
at about 8am. Burvill "had full charge of
everything and directed all to be done that
was done, as the captain and his crew (with
the exception of one man) had left the ship
before | returned to duty indeed the
captain appeared in no way anxious to save
her". At about 10.30am Burvill decided to
employ the tug as the ship was afloat but the
captain was still against rescuing the ship.
With the boatmen manning the pumps the
brig was towed across the bay to the harbour.
Sneller concluded his statementby saying, in
his view, without the efforts of the boatmen
the Aureo would have soon been a wreck on
the beach.

Once the Aureo was in the harbour Mr John
Iron, Deputy Harbour Master and Admiralty
Receiver of Wrecks hired Edward Spice and
John Bowling with others "to assist in
discharging the cargo of coals from the brig".
Their statement records that "unassisted
Burvill and his crew attended each tide
endeavouring to get the brig alongside the
quay which they ultimately succeeded in so
doing after working four tides"

Finally we have the statement by the master,
Franscesco Guiseppe Francovich. When the
boatmen offered assistance, soon after the

ship was beached, at about 10.30 pm on
Saturday 13th March 1858 the master
stated he felt nothing could be done
immediately and he would wait for the
morning. The boatmen's persistence did
not change his mind as "knowing what
these sort of men often are | feared
being robbed during the night".
Similarly, Mr Galante (Gallante), a clerk
to shipping agent Mr Latham, was
denied boarding permission but later Mr
Sisco of Hodges and Company shipping
agents was allowed on board. Sisco who
undertook to send a telegraph message
to the ship's owners in Trieste was taken
ashore to return at about 2am on
Sunday. The master then agreed to Sisco
hiring seven boatmen to take various
stores and items ashore to a place of
safety where they would be guarded by
ship's crew. The boatmen were hired at
5/6d per tide and an extra 6d as it was a
Sunday. About 6.30am Latham arrived
and the master went ashore to consult
the agent and Mr lIrons the Deputy
Harbour Master.

It was agreed Irons should get the
harbour tug ready with two lighters
ready to possibly tow the ship to the
harbour should it float off the beach,
failing that to off-load the cargo into the
lighters. The master agreed that Latham
should extend the employment of the
seven boatmen and engage a further
eleven boatmen to help with the work.
About 10am the Master wanted to get
aboard the brig as it was starting to ease
off the beach. Leaving Latham's clerk
Galante on the shore, with instructions
to look out for his signal to run to the
harbour and have Irons bring the
harbour tug round, the master got in a
boat to go to the Aureo. However,
boatman Hammond got in the boat with
him and instead of heading for the brig



they went out to the tug Sir William
Wallace. The master protested saying he
wanted to see the state ofhis ship before it
was towed out to sea. The protesting
continued as the brig was towed to the
harbour in what he considered an
irresponsible manner

Much of the master's statement was
concerned with keeping payment costs
down and defending his position as
behaving in a responsible way regarding
his charge ofthe ship, crew and cargo. The
Dover Tblegraph of 20th November 1858
reports that two actions of salvage services
were made at the High Court Admiralty
before Dr Lushington both for £400. One
was by the 18 boatmen and the other by
the owners of the tug Sir William Wallace.
The counter-claim was that the salvaging
was done with great peril to the Aureo and
contrary to the master of the ship's wishes.
In the counter-claim Thomas Pain, Notary
Public of Dover, used the evidence of the
Aureo's master, Samuel Metcalfe Latham
and George Fielding in the preparation of
his case.

At the court Lushington found for the
counter-claim and the boatmen were
required to pay £185 13s 2d to Guiseppe
Bettini of Trieste, the sole owner of the

Aureo, and Antone Poicharei of
London, owner of the cargo. That
was over £10 for each of the men
and then there were their legal
costs to be covered. This meant
that Maidstone Gaol awaited the
thirteen men who could not raise
the £20 each. At the time a small
cottage could be bought for £50 so
the fine was no small matter.

The Dover Express of 21st May
1859
with reference to the thirteen
Dover boatmen who were last
week liberated from Maidstone, that their
release was effected without the
interference of any political party
whatever, but solely by great exertion on
the part of Capt. Hyde (who waited on the
Secretary of State), and at much personal
expense and inconvenience that this
desirable object was obtained. The legal
adviser of these men in Dover has acted
with great consideration towards them."

The following year Captain Samuel Hyde,
a Lincoln-born retired East India
merchant, was instrumental in Benjamin
Burvill, his brother Wailliam Burvill,
Stephen Pilcher, Thomas Pilcher and
Martin Pearce each being awarded a
bronze Board of Trade Gallantry Medal.

Hyde's letter published in the Dover

Express of 6th October 1860 stated: "... in
the heavy gale of Monday night, 24th
Sept.,, the schooner "Renard', Captain

Stych, of Jersey, with a crew of 7 hands,
drifted on the rocks near East Cliff, and as
the laudable efforts made by the
coastguard to convey a line on board the
schooner unhappily failed, owing to the
becket of the mortar-line breaking, the
lives of the ‘Renard's" crew were in the
most imminent peril. At this critical
moment, and when timely assistance was

reported: “We are able to state,



ofvital importance, all hands were rescued
by the heroic conduct of Benjamin and
William Burvill and their boat's crew...."

Three of these heroes had been in
Maidstone goal the previous year. The
medal with the inscription round the rim
WILLm BERVILLE, Wreck of the
“‘REYNARD" of Jersey off Dover, on the
25th Sept 1860." is now in the possession of
his great-great-grandson William.

Given the evidence was justice served in
this case? Were the boatmen who were
clearly skilled in the matter of rescuing
both people and ships justified in "taking
charge"”, or was the ship's master right to
accept the Aureo's probable fate on Dover
beach rather than risk losses? Certainly
the reputation of "Dover Sharks" was
known to the master, as when first
grounded he refused to let even

coastguards and customs officers aboard
his ship.

On a personal level, Benjamin Burvill
features in my "Troglodytes of East Cliff'
article (Dover Society Newsletter No. 32,
August 1998) and in the book "The White
Cliffs of Dover" written by Peter and Julie
Burville. Both article and book are
illustrated with copies of William Henry
Prior's charming watercolours of the cave-
cottage where Benjamin James was born.
At the time of Benjamin's incarceration in
Maidstone goal his wife Martha Elizabeth
had just given birth to their first child
Benjamin Charles.

This article is based on material from 'An
East Kent Family: the Burville's", a book in
progress that attempts to record the lives of
the family through the centuries and suggests
an origin for the surname.

* * * * *

Report by Jeremy Cope

RIVER

he White Cliffs Countryside Project

2009 working parties are now
underway clearing the rubbish from the
river, a vital job if we are to make the most
of one of our most important natural
assets. If you want details please contact
the project on 01304 241806 or at their
website at

www.w hite cliffscountrvside.org.uk

The River Dour Steering Group met in
April to exchange views and news. Dover
Tbwn Council said that they intended to
complete their project at Charlton Green

DOUR

this summer. The Environment Agency
despite budgetary pressures has plans to
improve the natural resources of the river.
Dover District Council's plans include the
river as an important feature of
developments in the town with members
of the group continuing to lobby for
further improvements.

Dates for the working parties.

Thursday 20th August
Friday 25th September
October to be advised



