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I USE the word " cruiser " in the sense the revenue services 
came to use it towards the close of this period, namely, to 

embrace smacks, shallops, yachts, sloops, and cutters, in fact to 
cover the whole of the preventive service afloat. I am unable to 
enter into the exact distinctions, especially with regard to rig, 
between, say, the sloop and the cutter, although, as we shall find 
later, the matter of rig is one that lies in one respect at the very 
root of the business.

In this particular matter, the eighteenth century is not a mere 
arbitrary hundred years. Towards the end of the seventeenth 
century the Customs had been taken out of " farm," and were 
settling down under the new administration of their own Board 
of Commissioners. At the close of the century the Napoleonic 
War gave rise to a complete change in the organisation of the 
Customs cruisers. The eighteenth century was in addition the 
heyday of smuggling the high romantic period so beloved by 
the writers of fiction. In this paper I shall base myself in the main 
upon unpublished manuscript sources, mostly in the custody of the 
Commissioners of Customs and Excise, and I have to thank their 
Honours for facilities and for permission to quote from their hither­ 
to unpublished records.

So long as the Customs were let out to " farm " to various 
individuals and syndicates up to the seventeenth century, 
smuggling did not very greatly worry the Crown. The Crown 
received its rent and the " farmers " collected what Customs they 
could. Any smuggling that was done was not robbing the King's 
Customs it was pilfering the " farmers' " profits and the 
Crown did not concern itself greatly, unless of course it became 
so rife as to affect the rent of the " farm " at the next let. 1 
Certainly the " farmers " had not the intention, even if they had

1 There was of course the earlier complication of the staple, but the argument is 
substantially unaffected.
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the means, to establish a systematic preventive service round the 
coasts of Britain.

I must touch upon one other general topic before I come 
specifically to the North-West. In earlier times almost all 
smuggling had been export smuggling the exportation of wool, 
woolfels, leather or tin, without payment of the Customs (export) 
duty : the exportation of wool not through a staple abroad, e.g. 
Calais ; or the exportation of wool not through the staple port 
in this country, e.g. Chester. But in the main it is true to say 
that import cargoes were not run. A vessel could be loaded with 
export cargo and, if the wind was favourable, could slip out of 
the country without the bother of taking out its Customs cocquet 
(official outwards clearance). But not so with the import trade. 
If a vessel, square-rigged, came in on an inshore wind, and if she 
discharged her inward cargo and dispersed it without the 
intervention of the Customs, the vessel would have to wait for a 
wind offshore or down the tideway before it could make off again. 
In the meantime, awaiting a change of wind, it could not conceal 
its presence from the Customs, except in the remoter creeks, 
where it would, as likely as not, fall a prey to the pirates in any 
case.

But at about the Restoration the situation was entirely changed. 
The fore-and-aft rig came into use. This technical advance lay 
at the real root of the matter of the smuggling in the eighteenth 
century. Now, a vessel rigged fore-and-aft, could, close-hauled, 
beat up into the wind and thus make any creek in almost any 
wind, discharge its inward cargo, and be off again, even in the 
same wind. Smuggling suddenly became not only possible, but 
also fairly safe. This was the position during the reigns of Charles 
II and James II. Smuggling was possible, but not as yet very 
lucrative. With the accession of William of Orange, however 
England was drawn into the continental wars. The national 
costs rose, and in consequence Customs duties rose at an alarming 
rate.

Thus a revolution in sailing technique makes smuggling for the 
first time relatively simple, and at about the same time a dynastic 
change and an alteration in foreign policy result in considerably 
increased import duties, and hence smuggling becomes naturally 
enough at the same time more than ever profitable. It is this 
coincidence of factors, usually overlooked by those who write
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about eighteenth-century smuggling, that alone can explain the 
next century and a half or so of the high heyday of smuggling. 
Although the situation did not come about all at once the trans­ 
formation was relatively rapid, so that within a decade or so 
smuggling had risen to amazing proportions, and within a few more 
was not merely making a serious hole in the revenue, but had 
indeed come to be a challenge to the stability of the Exchequer. 
Although the situation was common to all the coasts of England, 
there were, as we shall see later, peculiar and indeed unique 
circumstances in the case of the North-West, in special relation 
to the Isle of Man, which became during the period an established 
entrep6t for the contraband trade.

When the newly appointed Commissioners of Customs, who 
replaced the farmers in 1671, took over from the farmers the 
general machinery of revenue collection1 , they did not, so far as 
can be gathered from contemporary manuscripts, take over 
any preventive service afloat. When it was thought that some 
force afloat was required it became the practice for commissions 
to be granted by the Lord High Admiral for particular vessels in 
H.M. Navy " to attend the Customs " in some specified port. 2 
This, however, was not very successful, although it was a course 
later resorted to. It seems that the Commissioners of Customs 
were early alive to the challenge of the new fore-and-aft craft, 
and they desired therefore to have under their direction a force of 
vessels specifically to meet this challenge. They therefore took 
into their service at least by 1674 some craft which could carry 
the challenge into the enemies' waters. 3 These craft were referred 
to in the establishment records as " smacks," but there is no 
record of the employment of one of these smacks in north­ 
western waters.

Within a few years, however, the situation in general was 
sufficiently grave to call for a comprehensive review in the light 
of changing conditions. In 1679 the Lords of the Treasury 
instructed the Surveyors-General of Customs, in the course of 
their general duties, not only to advise as to the current dis­ 
tribution of the vessels appointed to secure the coasts, but also

1 See Crews C.C., " Last period of the Great Farm of the English Customs." 
(Unpublished thesis, London University).

* Cf. commissions dated 12th October, 1663, at Calendar of Treasury Books (cited 
hereunder as CTB) VII ii (1681-5) 875.

" An Establishment of ye Officers of ye Customs for London and ye Outports, Lady 
Day, 1674.
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to inquire how the creeks and member-ports were guarded, and, 
where not sufficiently secured, to report how they might be better 
secured, and what places were fit to have additional boats or 
other vessels. It was quite possibly as a result of these reports 
that the Commissioners of Customs in 1680 requested from the 
Treasury the power of displacing and changing the masters of the 
smacks for the future1 , a request the Treasury were pleased to grant. a

It appears that at this period there were only ten smacks in 
commission, and these were confined to the south and south-east 
coasts, namely Yarmouth, Harwich, Gravesend, Margate, Queen- 
borough, Deal, Rye, Cowes, Poole and Plymouth3. But the 
Customs seem to have come to the conclusion that such force as 
they had at their command was not adequate, and could not be 
made adequate, to guard the coast; they therefore had to revert 
to naval assistance. In reply to their memorial, the Treasury 
said they would " move the king in Council for directions to the 
Vice-Admirals to aid and assist, according to law, upon all 
occasions when thereto desired by the Customs Commissioners or 
their Deputies". 4 A list was furnished by the Customs to the 
Admiralty showing " the persons for whom [they] desire Admiralty 
Commissions in the like form for command of the smacks employed 
in the Customs." 5 There seems to have been some doubt as to 
the efficacy of these smacks, for in 1685 the number was reduced, 
and alternative proposals made for guarding the coast by means 
of small boats. 6

But with the increasing duties of William and Mary the 
imposts of 1690' and I6Q2-38 , the second 25 per cent, on French 
goods9, and the New Subsidy of 1698 10 encouraged the practice of 
smuggling, and to combat this growing menace Charles Godolphin, 
Commissioner of Customs, proposed a scheme for surrounding the 
kingdom with sloops. 11 This scheme, unlike earlier measures, was 
not confined to the south and south-east, but embraced the whole 
of the coast line including the north-west. This was, quite 
apparently, an ambitious move, and aimed to place the revenue 
service independently of the navy in a position to challenge and 
combat the smuggler in the new conditions. The scheme 
provided for fourteen sloops from Berwick round to Carlisle, the

I CTB. VI (1679-80) 49-50. * Ibid. 546. 3 CTB. VII « (1681-5) 8?5-
4 CTB. VI (1679-80) 613. 5 CTB. VII ii (1681-5) &75-
' CTB. VIII » (1685-8) 199 and 349. ' 2 W. and M. sess. 2. cap. 4.
8 4 W. and M. cap. 5. * 7 and 8 W III cap. 20. 10 9 and 10 W III cap. 13.

II Board's Minutes : vol. ii, " Sloops ", I7th August, 1698.
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Holyhead sloop performing a patrol from Bardsey Island (the 
westernmost point of Caernarvonshire) as far as the Mersey, 
where the Whitehaven sloop took over the patrol as far as the 
Solway. Thus Liverpool was the dividing point of the Holyhead 
and the Carlisle patrols. 1 Steps were taken to strengthen the 
landguard also from North Wales to the Border, similar to the 
recent strengthening of that along the south coast. 2 The staffs 
therefore of the ports of Beaumaris, Chester, Liverpool, Poulton, 
Lancaster, Whitehaven and Carlisle were reinforced accordingly.3

During the reign of Anne considerable additions were made to 
the burden of Customs duties. The older duties had been 
assigned as security for public loans, and could not therefore be 
touched. The heavy expenses of the long war with France, 
however, necessitated new taxation. In addition to the one-third 
subsidy of 1703* and the two-thirds subsidy of the year following,5 
some of the old duties were increased and new ones introduced. 
Even so, at the close of the reign of Queen Anne smuggling could 
not have been so rife on the north-west coast as it has often been 
represented to be. We have seen that the two patrols afloat on 
the north-west divided at Liverpool. But with the growing 
commercial and mercantile importance of that port in the opening 
years of the eighteenth century, it might well be now considered 
whether Liverpool were not a proper station at which to establish 
an additional sloop.

It seems likely that shortly after this another vessel was added 
to the complement of the north-west and stationed at Liverpool, 
possibly to share with the Holyhead and Whitehaven sloops the 
long patrol from Bardsey Island to the Border. At this time, 
however, Liverpool was found to be an inconvenient base for 
such a vessel, on account, so it was alleged, of the shifting sand 
and the difficulties of the passages and roads. Liverpool itself 
reported against it, and the vessel was accordingly laid aside. 8 
(It is quite possible, however the evidence is not altogether 
conclusive that the reference may be to the " yacht " established 
at Hoylake for the purpose of boarding ships.) 7

1 CTB XIV (1698-1699) 129. * Ibid. 130-1.
  P.R.O. : Out Letters (Customs) xiv, p. 53. The calendaring is somewhat misleading 

at CTB. XV (i6gg-i'joo) p. 234, Liverpool may have been a member-port of Chester, 
but it was never a creek of Poulton.

4 2 and 3 Anne, cap. g.
5 3 and 4 Anne, cap. 5.
' cf. Liverpool to Board: 26th November 1704 and gth October 1713.
' CTB. XVIII (1703) 161.
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To this end authority was received in 1728, by Treasury 
Warrant, to establish several new sloops1, and the Customs at 
Liverpool were directed to

make inquiry whether one or more fit vessels of the burthen of 30 or 35 
tons can be hired at your Port for six months to cruise on the coast 
towards the Isle of Man, and upon what terms.*

The proposals of owners of vessels prepared to contract were to be 
forwarded to London, together with an expression of local opinion 
on the matter. 3 It was proposed naturally enough to station one 
of these additional cruisers at Liverpool as the port most suited 
for the purpose notwithstanding the earlier reports to the 
contrary. As regards this additional cruiser, the Collector at 
Liverpool reported to the Board that one, Brooke Richmond, a 
man whose name figures in some later accounts of the Manx 
contraband traffic, would make a good commander, " being a 
brisk active sailor and used to the sea."4 But since even the 
Customs officials in the Island the insular officials, that is, of 
course were themselves mixed up in the traffic, and since " there 
is a determination " to push on the illicit trade " more than that 
usually has been," Liverpool submitted that there should be not 
one additional cruiser, but two, and in addition " two boats to 
row on the Manx coast." 5

As a matter of fact there was already a King's boat belonging 
to the crown officer stationed in the Island, and this boat did not 
hesitate, when occasion required, not only to cruise round the waters 
of the Isle of Man, but also to chase away any suspected smuggler, 
and pursue it even to the English coast. For example, in the 
summer of 1720 a report to the Board stated that: 

The King's Boat, which is under the care and direction of Mr. 
Henderson, Surveyor in the Isle of Man, had pursu'd from the Said Isle, 
and taken on this Shore, and brought in here, an open Boat with about 
two hundred gallons of Brandy and twenty galls, of Canary, belonging 
to Robert Copley the notorious smuggler on this coast and which was 
designed to be run here. 6

1 Board's Minutes : ii, " Sloops ", 7th November, 1738.
' Board to Liverpool: 4th April, 1728.
3 Loc. cit.
1 Liverpool to Board : I5th July, 1726.
5 Loc. cit.
6 Whitehaven to Board : 2gth July, 1720 and gth October, 1722.
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The additional cruiser proposed was now made two, and named 
after the typical Hanoverian manner, Royal George and Prince 
Frederick, the Royal George being commanded by the Captain 
Richmond already referred to. Crews were engaged locally to 
man the two vessels, those signed on being " all very good sailors," 
at the rate of 235. od. per month, being " the common wages 
which they have on board every merchant ship and the very 
lowest that any of them pays."1 Captain Richmond and his 
Royal George sailed off for the Isle of Man right away. 2

In 1713 the Commissioners called for a report along the 
following lines from the port of Liverpool.

The Commissioners, having under consideration proper methods to 
prevent the running of goods on the coast, direct you to inform them 
if it be necessary to set up a sloop, smack or sailing boat to guard your 
part of ye coast, with ye dimentions, number of hands and what may 
be a proper district for her to cruise and an estimate of ye charge of 
fitting out such a vessel to sea, and if there be any conveniency of 
building one at your Port, with such further observations as may be 
necessary for ye Commissioners' cognizance in this inquiry with all the 
despatch you can. 3

To this inquiry Liverpool reported, curiously enough, against 
the use of a sloop in the port.

Hon. etc.,
We have maturely considered and we are humbly of opinion that a 

sloop or smack will not be of service to the Revenue in this Port 
answerable to the charge, for when there was one formerly it did not 
by any means answer, by reason of ye dangerousness and difficulty of 
the Harbour and ye many shoals of sand which often shift in bad 
weather, soe that a vessel cannot keep the sea, and when its in harbour 
cant well gett out, which was the cause the former scout was laid aside 
as useless. 4

Up to about this point almost all the import smuggling and the 
export " owling " had been more or less confined to the south 
coast and the " running " trade to and from the continent. Now, 
an entirely new situation was developing in the North-West. It 
is commonly known of course that the Isle of Man was held to be 
" part of the Crown, but not of the Realm of England." 5 The

1 Liverpool to Board : i6th August, 1726. 2 Loc. cit. 
' Board to Liverpool: 1st October, 1713. 
4 Liverpool to Board : gth October, 1713.
6 I have dealt with this problem more fully at " Illicit Trade with the Isle of Man." 

Trans. Lanes, and Ches. Antiq. Soc. LVIII (1945-6).
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Island had its own Customs system. It was responsible to the 
Lord of Man, the Earl of Derby. Insular customs could be 
collected on the Island but Imperial Customs could not. The 
King's writ did not run there. In fact the new Commissioners 
of Customs were armed with royal letters patent, but the authority 
of the patent did not extend to Man. 1 As therefore Man was 
outside the fiscal Kingdom, the Island with its unique position 
between England, Ireland, and Scotland, became a thriving 
entrepot for all forms of illicit trade. Smuggling increased and 
increased. Goods were brought from the Plantations, the Con­ 
tinent, and even India, landed in the Island, and then at 
convenience run to the mainland in the creeks from the Solway 
along the coasts of Cumberland and Lancashire. This " mischief " 
could be effectively combated, not at all on land, but only afloat. 
Additional cruisers therefore were established to protect the coast. 

Liverpool informed the Board that they were able to hire a 
vessel for the revenue service, a brigantine named Moncaster, and 
it was proposed to commission this vessel to cruise along the 
coast towards the Isle of Man on terms similar to those mentioned 
in the contract for the other vessel belonging to John Brown. 
With this the Board concurred, and directed Liverpool " to take 
care she is fitted out to sea without loss of time " in the manner 
laid down. A commission was granted to Jenkin Lewis to 
command the vessel, and he was ordered to repair forthwith to 
his duty. He was to be paid the like allowance that the master 
of the other cruiser had, and care was to be taken that both were 
under oath and security, and were to qualify themselves as the 
law directed. 2 In the meantime the vessel patrolling the southern 
stretches of Liverpool Bay was found to be not altogether 
satisfactory. Beaumaris, in reporting the services performed by 
the sloop Prince William, took notice that the commander com­ 
plained that the vessel " was not a proper one for ye service." 3 It 
was decided therefore " to pay her off at the expiration of six 
months and give [the commander] directions to look out against 
that time for such a one as will answer ye purpose, or he may 
send for his own vessel in case she is a good sailor." A report 
was to be furnished indicating the best terms upon which the

1 As an example of the sort of situation arising out of this ambiguous sovereignty, 
see in particular the Sincerity incident below. 

' Board to Liverpool: 2 3rd July, 1726. 
  Beaumaris to Board : 7th January, 1726 [7].
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revenue could be supplied.1 It is interesting perhaps to note  . 
even though something of a digression the following entry in j 
the book a few months earlier, in connection with the revenue 
cruiser Prince William.

Instructions to Joseph Danford, Commander of the Prince William 
in the port of Beaumaris : There having been a Proclamation formerly 
issued for preventing and punishing immorality and prophaneness, you 
are to fix the proclamation in some publick and convenient place in the 
said vessel and shall not only take care for avoiding all lewdness 
disorderly practices prophaneness and other immoralities amongst the 
company under your authority, but by your own example excite and stir 
them up to the practice of religion and virtue. 2

I should explain at this point that there were two methods of 
maintaining the revenue cruisers ; one was what was known as 
" upon the establishment," and the other " by contract." When 
a cruiser was " upon the establishment," the vessel herself was 
the property of the crown, and all the expenses of manning, 
victualling and maintenance were met quarterly by the Collector 
of Customs at the port where she was stationed. There were 
two ways of contracting for vessels. In the one case the vessel 
herself was again the property of the crown, and no charge was 
made for the hire. The total cost of running the ship was paid 
by the contractor out of the gross proceeds of seizures, the 
remainder of such gross proceeds being shared between the con­ 
tracting party and the crown. In the other case the contractor 
provided the vessel and received the rate of 43. 6d. per ton per 
lunar month, for which he furnished victuals, stores and wages, 
and met all other expenses. 3

In the case of the new cruisers at Liverpool, the Royal George 
and Prince Frederick, it was thought by Liverpool that the rate 
of wages paid to. the seamen on board was too low, being " the 
very lowest any merchant ship pays." It was suggested therefore 
that in Liverpool the seamen should have a share in the seizures 
made, presumably out of the crown moiety.

We are humbly of opinion that it would be very much for the interest 
and service of the Government if your Honours would be pleased to order

1 Board to Beaumaris : i8th February, 1726 [7].
1 Board to Beaumaris : ist September, 1726.
8 The details of the accountancy of this procedure is stated in detail at Fifteenth 

Report of the Commissioners Appointed to Examine, Take and State the Public Accounts 
(1784), 146-8 and App. 22.
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that each of the said crews should have for their better encouragement 
some share out of every seizure that is made by their several captains 
either of a fourth or a fifth or whatsoever your Honours are pleased to 
think proper. We do humbly presume it will make them perform their 
duty with much more eagerness and cheerfulness. 1

As regards vessels " on the establishment", the position had 
been clearly laid down some years before, namely, that the ship's 
share was to be divided, the master to have one half, the mate 
one quarter, and the mariners one quarter. 2 It seems likely, 
however, either that the order was disregarded, or else that some 
of the commanders were in the habit of embezzling their crews' 
portions, for it was occasionally necessary to reissue the order and 
enforce its provisions. 3

That the scheme of supplementing low rates of wages by seizure 
rewards was not entirely successful is shown by an incident at 
Liverpool of the Cumberland. The ship was prevented from 
putting to sea by reason of the fact nine of her seamen had 
deserted, being dissatisfied with their conditions, and they could 
not be replaced at short notice. The report goes : 

On the I5th instant arrived the Cumberland sloop from cruise, and on 
the ayth instant, the wind being fair, intended to sail but was dis­ 
appointed by nine of the mariners leaving the vessel, and their wages 
being so much lower than what the merchants give, that we are afraid 
he will not be able to get men here in their room, and he dares not 
risque the vessel, neither will it be to any purpose to go to sea with the 
remainder of the crew. 4

The men occasionally had other grounds for complaint, very often 
of course on the matter of victualling. In 1728, for example, 
they had for some time been compelled to drink water there being 
no beer on board. They asked therefore, when they could not 
have beer, to be granted an allowance in lieu " as made on men 
of warr." 6

As regards victualling, storing, maintaining, and refitting the 
vessels, it is interesting to note that already at the beginning of 
the century Liverpool was attracting business not altogether 
local. For example, the sloop Prince William I have already had

1 Liverpool to Board : I5th August, 1726.
' Board's Minutes : ii, " Sloops ", 8th December, 1713.
3 Ibid. : iv 266 (1721, 1727, 1732, 1737, 1745 and 1780).
* Liverpool to Board : 2gth May, 1757.
* Same to same : gth April, 1728.
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occasion to mention, based on Beaumaris, appears to have made 
it the practice to store and fit at Liverpool rather than at 
Beaumaris, Holyhead, Caernarvon, or Amlwch. 1 Later the 
Pelham2, on the same station, would regularly obtain from Liver­ 
pool such items as cordage, anchor, and sails, 3 and so forth. 
When in 1726 Captain Richmond, Commander of the Liverpool 
Royal George, found himself so roughly handled in the ports of the 
Isle of Man, and was determined to arm himself to the teeth on 
his next visit to the Island, he found that the pateraroes or 
swivel guns could not be obtained in Liverpool, and had to be 
requested from London.4 But the trouble of fitting out vessels 
to combat the smuggling from the Isle of Man, especially in the 
case of contract vessels was that the crews, not being on the 
regular establishment, could so seldom be relied upon, and were 
often corrupted by the smugglers, or even " planted " there in 
the first instance. There was the case of the Moncaster (contract) 
brigantine which though based on Whitehaven had been 
manned at Liverpool some of whose sailors turned out to be 
actual tenants in the Isle of Man of the two ringleaders of the 
traffic. 5 In manning the vessels at a port such as Liverpool the 
authorities were certainly in something of a quandary. They 
were bidden not to engage, so far as it could be avoided, masters, 
mates or seamen, " at places where they are, or have been resident, 
or have formed any local connections." 6 Yet if they employed 
men who were not resident in the port, or well known there, they 
ran the risk of having men " planted " on them, as in the case 
of the Moncaster crew.

Not but what, even in that respect, it was a two-way traffic, 
as, for example, when " John Stainton of Workington, a reformed 
smuggler" offers to fit out a wherry to cruise against the 
Manxman. He will arm the crew, and so it was advanced on 
his behalf "as he is familiar with the smugglers methods " the 
Board would " do well to grant him a commission." 7 There 
were often manning troubles of course as, for example, when it 
was officially reported that one of the mariners belonging to the 
quarantine hulk at Hoy lake " has been since the 6th instant, and 
still is, confined in Chester Castle for Debt." I cannot say I

1 Board to Liverpool: gth March, 1726. ' Board to Beaumaris : nth May, 1758. 
' Same to same : 2oth June, 1758. 4 Liverpool to Board : igth August, 1726. 
5 Board to Liverpool: 3rd November, 1726.   Board's Minutes : v (" Liverpool ") 93. 
7 Whitehaven to Board : 27th July, 1750.
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am much surprised, when I learn that his salary was £28 125. gd. 
 not per month or quarter but per annum.1

The whole problem of arming the cruisers was a difficult one. 
It was not possible to arm naval and revenue vessels only, and 
forbid arms to all other vessels. Any merchantman, including of 
course even coasters, might at any time fall in with an enemy 
privateer, and therefore arms could not reasonably be prohibited. 
For example, the Board, by their Order of I3th September 1777, 
forbade the arming of coasting vessels. But the following year 
Liverpool represented to the Board that the mates and owners of 
these vessels desired to arm themselves, and urged that such a 
course was " absolutely necessary." 2 One must bear in mind 
that at this time Paul Jones was cruising down the west coast in 
a privateer of 18 guns and 120 men. It will be recalled that he 
even landed 30 men at Whitehaven. An entry in the Whitehaven 
Letter Books reads : 

Honourable Sirs,
At 4 o'clock a privateer of eighteen guns and one hundred and twenty 

men landed about thirty men in our Harbour and set a Vessel on fire 
and distributed combustibles in several others ; the Privateer is yet 
standing on and off, and as we just now hear is stretching with wind 
at East to W.N.W. We therefore think it expedient to acquaint your 
Honours with this alarming circumstance by Express, now sent to the 
Lords of the Admiralty or Secretary of War. We are in great hurry 
and confusion.

We are . . . 3

Yet if vessels were permitted to arm, ostensibly against the 
privateers, there was nothing of course to prevent them arming 
themselves for use against the revenue cruisers. It was just at 
this dangerous juncture that the revenue force on the coast was 
being drawn off for service in the French wars. The Treasury 
had directed that " several Custom House Vessels " were to be 
" manned and armed to the fullest extent, and several of them to 
repair to the Downs, Portsmouth and Plymouth."4

It was perhaps partly this matter of drawing off so many 
vessels for service in the war, that led other ships to be contracted 
for. For example, the cutter Eagle was let by contract to the

1 Liverpool to Board : jth September, 1783. 
1 Same to same : I4th August, 1778. 
8 Whitehaven to Board : 23rd April, 1778. 
4 Board's Minutes : iv 265.
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Customs in 1783, and the Hussar at Whitehaven in 1782.x In 
connection with the Eagle, John Griffin the Liverpool contractor 
contracted for his vessel, nine months old, clencher built, length 
on deck 35 feet, extreme breadth 13 ft. 6 inches, and draft 7 ft., 
her planks IJ inches thick, 5^ inches broad, and her timbers 4 by 4 
on an average, and described as " a remarkable fast sailor." She 
was contracted for " with all her materials as she now lies." It 
was further agreed that the contractor would " be at the expense 
of all alterations to the said cutter " that may be thought 
necessary " to order, for converting her to the use of His Majesty's 
Revenue service, and to fit her with all her sails, rigging and 
other materials completely for sea (provisions, fire-arms and 
colours excepted.") 2 It may strike some as remarkable perhaps 
that the terms of the contract provided for her to be painted at a 
cost of £280.

The Hussar at Whitehaven had a long and distinguished career 
in the Customs service, contracted for by Charles Lutwidge  
who himself was Surveyor-General for the North-West, and one 
of the most active in fighting the illicit Isle of Man trade she 
was a vessel of 64 tons, with 8 swivel guns, manned by a com­ 
mander, mate and 17 men. 3 The growth of the Isle of Man 
illicit traffic, and its peculiar nature, and the curious, not to say 
untenable, position occupied by the revenue cruisers in that 
regard, cannot be better illustrated than from the incident of 
customs sloop, Sincerity, in the summer of 1750. The Sincerity 
had already a distinguished service in combating the contraband 
trade, and the references to her in the surviving manuscripts are 
fairly frequent. The Board of Excise in the Spring of 1746, for 
example, had occasion to report to my Lords of the Treasury how

" the Sincerity sloop in the service of the Customs brought in three 
large Boats . . . with 175 casks on board, and other packages containing 
1,424 Galls, of Brandy, 36 Rum, 4^ Gin, 86 pounds of Tea and ij 
Coffee . . . This instance, amongst many that may be given, shows 
the necessity of having an effectual restraint laid upon that Island, to 
prevent great frauds carried on from thence in open boats so prejudicial 
to the Revenue."4

Commander George Dow of the Sincerity may have lacked 
a lot by way of official support, but he lacked nothing in official

1 Ibid. : iv 270.
" Liverpool to Board : igth July, 1783.
' Establishment, England, Wales and Plantations, except America, 1773.
1 Board of Excise to Treasury. XIV (1743-52) 47-8.
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zeal, and his name was a by-word among the smugglers engaged 
in the Isle of Man traffic. On the 26th June 1750 the sloop 
Sincerity lay in Douglas road in the Isle of Man when a well- 
known Irish smuggling wherry ran under his stern, " the smugglers 
in which, with opprobrious, treasonable and abusive language, 
abused his Majesty King George, and all that belonged to or 
served under him." Captain Dow immediately made the 
smuggling captain come aboard the revenue sloop, and after 
rummaging her found, concealed in a jar of buttermilk, 25 English 
guineas tied up in a bag, together with some papers showing that 
the money was to be laid out in brandies and other high-duty 
goods for smuggling on the return run. Now it was a fine point 
whether Dow's commission from the Commissioners of the English 
Customs really provided him with adequate authority to seize  
out of jurisdiction, for the King's writ did not run in the Island  
money intended to finance a " run " to some port under the Irish 
Commissioners.1 And it was a finer point still whether the 
statutes2 prohibiting gold coin from being taken out of the realm 
extended to Ireland as well as England. But these were points 
for the gentlemen of the long robe, not for the lads of the long 
cutlass. Dow therefore seized the money to the crown.

A second incident happened the same day at Douglas. Peter 
Sidebottom, Surveyor of the Imperial Customs in the Island, had 
come into possession of information regarding the Hope, a dogger, 
expected to arrive from Holland with prohibited goods for tran­ 
shipment and running to the mainland. As the Hope dogger 
came to anchor in Douglas the Sincerity revenue cruiser sent its 
boat and mate and six men to board her. Later Captain Dow of 
the Sincerity instructed Peter Sidebottom (ashore) to cast off his 
head fast and stern fasts in order that he could come alongside 
the dogger. But with the connivance if not the instruction  
of the two deemsters and the Insular Customs officials at Douglas, 
" a tumultuous and riotous mob," armed with bludgeons, muskets, 
swords, and stones, came down to the quay, and " under such 
pretended Orders, . . . endeavoured by force to stop [the 
Sincerity] from proceeding in pursuit of the Hope dogger." Paul 
Bridson, the Insular Collector of Customs at the head of the 
mob, attacked Peter Sidebottom the Imperial Surveyor of

1 There was at this time, an English Board of Customs, an English Board of Excise, 
a Scottish Board of Customs, a Scottish Board of Excise and an Irish Revenue Board. 

  5 Ric II (1381) stat i, cap. 2, 2 Hen IV (1400) cap. 5 and 19 Hen VII (1503-4) cap. 5.
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Customs, " dangerously beat and bruised him," and carried him 
away prisoner. In the meantime the Sincerity's boat, seeing the 
plight of their commander, returned from the Hope dogger to his 
rescue whereupon the Hope slipped off, with the object of course 
of unshipping its contraband cargo at some other Manx port. 
Captain Dow tried to get his Sincerity away to chase the Hope 
but the mob under Bridson returned to the attack and prevented 
him from casting off the fasts. The Sincerity called upon Bridson 
to disperse the mob in the King's name, and upon a further 
attack, when the Captain of the Sincerity and two of his men 
had been wounded, Dow fired on the mob on the quay. The 
mob then cast off the Sincerity's quarter fast, which immediately 
brought her in danger of being wrecked on the nearby rocks. 
In the meantime the Hope was clear away. The Sincerity, with 
great difficulty in a fresh wind, was got off the rocks and got 
under sail. She came up to the Hope by Ramsey and forced 
her ashore on Ramsey sands. The Sincerity now boarded the 
Hope, sending her mate and ten men as a boarding party. They, 
finding contraband on board, seized the ship and her cargo to the 
crown. It appears that in the meantime the deemsters armed a 
party of Islanders and proceeded to come out in two boats to 
rescue the Hope from the crown. The Hope's hatches were now 
 opened, to disclose a party of about 40 Manxmen, presumably 
shipped concealed at Douglas. These combined parties, fully 
armed, beat up the prize crew (" did beat and bruise George 
Booth, one of the said ten men, on the head, breast and belly, 
so that his life is despaired of ",)*  and carried off the prize crew 
and imprisoned them " in cellars and other dark places in Ramsey, 
where they could see no light."

There they were kept prisoners until the contraband had been 
unshipped, run on shore, and lodged in warehouses in Ramsey 
reserved for the purpose. Not until 3rd July eight days after­ 
wards were any of the prize crew released, and even then, only 
six of them, the remainder being kept prisoner at Castletown as 
security, as they said, against the return of the gold taken from 
the Irish smuggler earlier referred to. The deemster had the 
courage and the impertinence to charge the captive men before 
one of the Insular courts, while the situation locally was such that 
neither Dow nor any of the Sincerity's crew dare as much as

1 Dow's Protest: Whitehaven, izth July, 1750. 
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trust themselves ashore. Captain Dow notified the deemsters of 
the legal consequences of the assault on the Customs sloop, of 
the rescue of the dogger from His Majesty's prize, of the support 
to the Irish smugglers, and the consequences of detaining His 
Majesty's men from their duty. Having proclaimed it an act of 
rebellion, Captain Dow thought himself lucky to be able to betake 
himself and his Sincerity out of Manx waters, leaving however his 
unfortunate men still imprisoned in the Island. I have not time 
here to follow the case in detail, how the Irish gold was condemmed 
in the Court of Exchequer, but how the Sincerity's crew were 
still held prisoner in the Island. In late .October Liverpool 
wrote to the Board in London in the following terms : 

Yesterday the Collector received the enclosed letter from four of the 
marriners belonging to the Sincerity cruiser, George Dow Commander, 
who are and have been imprisoned in the Isle Man above three months, 
by which letter Your Honours will perceive what a deplorable condition 
they are in, which we presume is a very great hardship as they did 
nothing but what was in obedience to their Commander, Captain Dow's 
orders, which they could not refuse. Its pity but some method could 
be taken to set the poor fellows at Liberty otherwise they will perish, 
for the late Collector having been there informs us that it is not a place 
fit for a Christian to be confined in, which is most humbly submitted. 1

It seems that nothing could prevail in the Isle of Man. The 
matter therefore was brought before the Privy Council, but even 
so it was the following February before the men were released. 
Liverpool, in reporting their release, remarked that " the per­ 
nicious trade of that Island seems daily to increase. Its a pity 
but some method could be taken to suppress it in some measure, 
for it is an unknown loss both to the revenue and the fair trader." 2

I have dealt in more detail elsewhere with the curious nature 
of this illicit traffic between the Isle of Man and the northwest 
mainland, the peculiar factors that made for its rise, and the 
exceptional steps that had to be taken for its suppression. 
Sufficient it is here to say that legal and constitutional anomalies, 
of which the incident of the Sincerity sloop is a good example, 
prevented the revenue cruisers from being effective. Ultimately 
the continued abuse and the abuse on such scale of these 
peculiar constitutional anomalies, compelled the revenue Boards 
to seek the re vestment of the Island in the Crown. This revest-

1 Liverpool to Board : 23rd October, 1750. 
  Ibid. 22 February, 1750 (i).



in the Eighteenth Century 57

ment was effected by Act of Parliament in 1765, l and thereafter 
smuggling on the north western coasts although not entirely 
suppressed was of an altogether different character.

I ought perhaps to mention that when the Customs cruisers 
were not fighting the smugglers, they were busy fighting on other 
accounts. It was unfortunate perhaps from the revenue point of 
view that the cruisers were so often borrowed by the Admiralty 
to go off on temporary service in the wars. They were thus 
borrowed in I7422 for the war against Spain, and again in 1745 in 
connection with the Jacobite rising,3 and of course again 
occasionally during the later wars with France.4

I have mentioned in an earlier paper read to this Society how 
the Royal William, a contract vessel, was borrowed from Liverpool 
to go off on army transport service to Whitehaven and how the 
contractor complained that this subjected his vessel contracted 
for solely for the Quarantine Service to a strain and stress 
beyond the terms of his contract. 5 In the later French wars it 
was in general provided that owners of contract vessels were to 
be duly indemnified when the ships were taken off for war service. 
When however letters of marque were granted to an established 
cruiser, it was made clear to the crew, that it was they who would 
be held responsible to the crown for any enemy damage to the 
ship, in the event, that is, of the revenue cruiser not taking the 
other a prize. 6 In any case they were on no account to neglect 
their revenue duties in order to go off engaging the enemy. There 
came a stage at which the Board became very liberal to the 
crews of cruisers. They even provided at the cost of the crown 
medicine chests on board, 7 and even consented, when the men 
got shot, to have the bullets removed at the crown's cost.

One rather gathers that there were grounds for rivalry if not 
jealousy between the two services, the revenue and naval. 
This kind of service too was in a sense reciprocal, for the navy 
assisted the revenue in exchange for the revenue assistance to 
the navy. The commanders and crews of the revenue cruisers 
however seem to have thought that the exchange was not quite 
as fair as it might be, for the navy came over to share in the

1 5 Geo. Ill (1765) cap. 26.
a Board's Minutes : ii " Sloops ", 6th December, 1745.
* " The Port of Liverpool and the Forty-Five," Trans. vol. 98.
4 Board's Minutes : iv 266, vi 93.
5 Liverpool to Board : I4th January, 1745 [6], 
8 Board's Minutes : iv 266-7 (2oth October, 1750). 
7 Board's Minutes : vi 93.


