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In Another Country, At Another Time. Frederick John White (1814-1854): Lieutenant in the Royal Marines, Prisoner of War of the Carlists [SLIDE 1] [footnoteRef:1] [1: This document is licensed Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives (CC BYNC-ND) 4.0.] 
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Abstract

Author presents the experiences of Second Lieutenant Frederick John White (1814-1854) of the Royal Marines, a prisoner of war from August 1837 to June 1838 in Ataun, Spain, during the First Carlist War of 1833 to 1840. Lord Eliot’s Convention of 1835 against firing squads was poorly enforced, and White faced repeated threats of execution by guns and bayonets. In prison he endured hunger, inadequate clothing, untreated medical issues, theft of property, and repeatedly dashed hopes for a prisoner exchange. A series of attacks prior to his formal imprisonment included being pricked by pins and needles, transmitting the tuberculosis that led to his death in 1854 of Phthisis and Scrofulous Disease of the Knees. White later served in the Chinese Opium Wars, and is best remembered in connection with his 1944 Description of a View of the Island and Bay of Hong Kong: Now Exhibiting At the Panorama, Leicester Square.
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	In 1841, The United Service Journal and Naval and Military Magazine published a seven-part “Narrative, by Lieut. Fred. J. White, Royal Marines, of His Capture and Imprisonment by the Carlists.” 
[SLIDE 2] White penned 75 pages of prose that reveal an educated, literary, poetic mind as well as the keen, appreciative eye of a visual artist. Of his earlier history we know only that he entered the Royal Marines at Woolwich—likely as an ensign—on October 19, 1836, when he was 22. We do know more of his family history. [SLIDE 3] His father, Henry White, who entered the Army at age 10, had since 1823 been Town Major of Portsmouth, having been assigned to The Royal Veteran Battalion after his fourth serious wounding in 1813 in the Battle of Vittoria. [SLIDE 4] His uncle, Frederick Charles White, had entered the military as an Ensign at the age of 12, and had by 1837 reached the rank of General.

[SLIDE 5] Frederick John’s oldest brother, Henry Hugh, died at sea in 1824 while serving with the Ceylon Rifle Regiment. His second brother, George Francis, had entered the Army early in 1825, and was stationed in India—and in 1838 published a book of sketches of the Himalayas. The third brother, Charles, died at sea in 1834 while returning to England with George Francis. At home in Portsmouth were two younger sisters and a teenage brother. Vittoria, named for the famous battle, was later to marry William Lydiard, a career army officer in India.

[SLIDE 6] White’s first posting was to Spain, at the rank of Second Lieutenant with “the Royal Marine Battalion against the Carlists from March, 1837, until April, 1839.” The civil war in Spain pitted the supporters of the regent, Maria Christina, acting for her daughter Isabella II of Spain, and the Carlists who supported Carlos de Borbón (or Carlos V), the brother of the late king Ferdinand VII. [SLIDE 7] The citizens of Basque Country, where White was stationed, were overwhelmingly in support of the Carlists, and the early years of the war were characterized by violent executions, especially but not exclusively by firing squad, without benefit of trial.  [SLIDE 8] The formal response to such violence on both sides was The Lord Eliot Convention of 1835, which in White’s words lent to the war “the aspect of a contest carried on by civilized men.” This treaty of April 1835 was negotiated by Edward Eliot, the 3rd Earl of St. Germans, between the opponents in the First Carlist War, aiming not to end the war itself but to end indiscriminate executions by firing squads on both sides. Carlist General Tomás de Zumalacárregui signed the treaty at Asarta on April 26, and Isabeline/Christino General Jerónimo Valdés signed it at Logroño on April 27.

[SLIDE 9] White’s experienced from August 15, 1837, to late July, 1838, took place in the small Basque country of Spain, in four of its provinces:  Guipúzcoa, Alava,  Burgos, and Cantabria, with a final passage on the boundaries of Vizcaya. [SLIDE 10] A few British troops were in the area, and the native Chapel-gorris, or red caps, who served the queen. [SLIDE 11] But there were also Carlist soldiers [SLIDE 12] and the native Chapel-churis, the white caps who served the Carlists.  [SLIDE 13]  On August 15, 1837, White—who was with the Marine Battalion under John Owen (1777-1857), set out on horseback from the sea-port of Paságes [Pasajes, or Pasaia] in the north-east section of the Basque region of Spain, where the battalion was head-quartered, “to visit some brother-officers who were on duty at Oyarzun [Oiartzun], about five miles distant, one of the towns which had been taken from the enemy in the middle of May.” He planned to make a few sketches for his friends in England. The situation in the Carlist-supporting Basque region was tense, and White would have been wiser to travel with a companion or military escort.

	The first glitch in White’s plans occurred when he was only half-way to his goal, as he stopped at Renteria to have a horse-shoe replaced, talking for several hours to hosts at a local posada—quite unaware of the fact that one of the daughters slipped out to report on him to the local Chapel-churis. After lunching with his friend, he declined an escort of Spanish infantry which might have made him late for the evening roll call, and lost his way. Soon he was attacked by a Carlist who charged him with a fixed bayonet, missing White’s body and leaving the bayonet stuck in White’s saddle-bow, close above White’s thigh. White managed to seize the bayonet, attacked the soldier, and left him to die of his neck and shoulder wounds. Half a mile down the road he was shot at by another Carlist, the musket ball traveling through his cap. His horse, while rearing, caught its fore feet through the reins. As white dismounted to untangle the reins, the Chapel-churi appeared and declared White a prisoner. White tried to remount his horse, overshot the saddle, and fell, hurting his back. He surrendered as a prisoner, later to discover that the 11 earlier prisoners of that captor had all been slaughtered.

	On the painful march that followed, the Chapel-churis took White’s jacket and replaced his shirt with a filthy one. After White arrived at the caserio of Colonel Don Manuel Ibero, soldiers pointed loaded muskets at his face and breast, searched inside his trousers for money, “spanked” him so hard that he became nauseous, and tied him to a tree. He was interrogated by the Colonel, proved his identity with papers from his confiscated uniform jacket, and was fed before an evening march towards Tolosa. On the march the soldiers tried to steal his boots, when his “coverings at this time were reduced to these boots, my cap, and a pair of trousers.” [SLIDE 14] On entering Tolosa, White was attacked by a group of women who pricked him with pins and needles—he thought to see if they could identify the blood of a heretic. This abuse of his battered body likely infected him with tuberculosis. Having washed and secured a shirt, White was interrogated by the Captain-General of the Province, establishing his identity. His shirt, cravat, and jacket were restored, and he remained in Tolosa a total of 12 days, “on parole,” expecting to be released. These hopes were dashed. On leaving Tolosa, he expected to be led to the French border but was instead marched to the “depôt for officers, prisoners of war” at Atuan. The prison abode was “a dungeon-looking place, about thirty feet by ten, with three windows— two of which were garnished with pretty formidable iron bars,” with prisoners housed upstairs. [SLIDE 15]. The map shows White’s travels up to the arrival in Ataun.

Several themes emerged from White’s journals of the next 10 months at Ataun:

[SLIDE 16] Rations and Near Starvation. White had difficulty adjusting to the cooking of the local padronas, and initially disliked the garlic—which soon became the least of his worries. By October 3, rations had not been issued for six days, then consisted of “3 ounces of salt fish and two ounces of Avituela” which he described as “French beans in the state they are, used for seed in England.” On October 25th he described the usual fare as “a salad composed of sliced onions and cold boiled potatoes, floating in a mixture of rancid oil and soused wine, with a dish of bacalao [salt fish].” On March 22, 1838, he again reported that “no rations have been issued these last two days” and on the 23rd indicated that “salt fish and beans have been issued” and that there was “difficulty in obtaining rations.” By April 1 White had been without rations for eight days, and had not been paid since Christmas, leaving him without funds to purchase food. At the time of the prisoner release in June, the officers  were cooking fish and frogs they caught in the crevices of the rocks of the river bed.

[SLIDE 17] The Lack of Financial Resources. White’s Paymaster was inconsistent in forwarding White’s pay, and White owed his survival to the kindness of strangers of both Carlist and Christino persuasion. “Don Miguel Porral, the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs to his (soi-distant) Catholic Majesty” lent White money and facilitated correspondence with White’s father. Tolosan merchant Gasqui also lent him money. Later a Commandant confiscated $20 of $25 sent to White by the British Consul, claiming that prisoners were only allowed to have $5. On May 7, 1838, a Baron de los Valles, known to friends of White’s in England, insisted on “the loan of two Louis.” The Baron went to see the PayMaster, who finally sent clothing and promised to review the pay bills he claimed not to have seen. By then White was embarrassed by the size of his debt to the patrona. At the time of his liberation, White also had debts to settle at Lascano, which he paid with interest.

[SLIDE 18] During his months in prison, White heard many tales of terror, shootings, and slaughter of captives. Many were “confined in irons, and secured in dungeons.” One prisoner, Captain Lewis Maria Vilches, had his beard taken off by a Carlist with a saber. There were constant reports of shootings and bayonet attacks, and White abandoned all thoughts of escape as he realized that escapees who “have had a fatal termination are not wanting.” He felt re-assured to know that his family was unaware of the clear risk of being murdered in cold blood by a Carlist. After riots in Vittoria, White wrote on December 4, ”fifteen of our number have been secretly warned to prepare for a wretched end; myself and Steward are included.” On December 10, he wrote: “The chaplain has told the Colonels, desiring that it may not be divulged to the rest, that fifteen of the officers here are to be shot. Our feelings will be better imagined than described”

[SLIDE 19] Primitive Living Conditions and Lack of Medical Care. Prisoners had to pay for their beds and furniture, and the prison was not heated or weather-proofed. There was no no glass on the windows. White reported on March 10th that he himself passed the winter with minimal clothing, “reduced to a shirt and pair of white trousers, the late commandant having taken my jacket and coat for his own use some four months since.” He was left a cloak by Mazarro, a released prisoner. Typhus was rampant, and took the lives of 600 local prisoners. The hospital attached to the Ataun depôt was in total disrepair: Residents were “in the utter extremity of wretchedness—unclad, unwashed, and, to all appearance, nearly starved.” He found “that the number of deaths among the men confined here last winter was 1100—being in the proportion of 75 per cent. on the total of those who had passed through this abode of despair.” White himself suffered for weeks from a “nettle rash,” some form of uticaria, with weals and welts, for which he was not offered medical treatment. Exercise was limited, and only sporadically were the men given a chance for walks of more than 40 yards. White on one occasion was allowed to walk a little further, as a reward of doing a sketch of the Commandant. With only rare reading material, White and the others finally manufactured a chess set from remnants of candle wax.

[SLIDE 20] The Hope of Exchange. This was a recurring theme in White’s journals. White on a dozen occasions wrote about potential and actual prisoner exchanges, providing details of the exchanges of his prison friends, and his own dashed hopes of an exchange. The Carlists overrated his rank in their requests for an exchange of “equals”---with the embarrassment of not being valued as much by the Christinos as the Carlists thought he would be. Finally, an actual exchange was announced on June 13 or 14, 1838, and on the next day the group began their march to freedom, settling debts in Ataun and at Lascano. 

[SLIDE 21] The group, in their last march as prisoners, traveled first to the northwest, to Vergara, then southwest through Mondragon & to Arrechavaleta, where they remained for five days, meeting Colonel Puenti “whose task it was to regulate and conduct the exchanges on the part of the Carlists.” While there, white had excellent accommodations, and joined in several celebrations with dance and son. On June 21 they marched the final stretch to the point of the formal exchange, somewhere on the other side of Salinas, in sight of the turret of Arlibaron. Both the location and the date were of particular significance, coming exactly 25 years after Henry White had been severely wounded in the Battle of Vittoria [shown in white rectangle on the map]. The exchange took place with much pomp and fan-fare, a spectacle for the locals.

[SLIDE 22] The group then marched to Vittoria—a difficult journey in part because none of them had soles left on their shoes., and White’s feet were cut and swollen from the long marches over rocky ground. The scene in the streets of Vittoria would have been something like this. --- White spent 19 days as an honored guest of a Colonel at Vittoria, recuperating, and replenishing his wardrobe: he had arrived with “nothing but an old ragged jacket, a similar shirt, and a worse pair of trowsers.” He was interviewed by various officials, and was given a tour of the official prison at Vittoria. He also rode with officers of the Royal Guard to view the scene of the battle-field at Aviñez [Ariñez] where his father had fought. He befriended a Swiss watch-maker who showed him the telescopes installed in the spires of the Santa Maria church, from which he could see the Tower Castle of Guevarra. On his 20th day in Vittoria, White, with a passport in hand, joined a “battery of 4 mountain-howitzers and 80 artillery men, together with an escort of infantry 150 strong” on their way to Santander.

[SLIDE 23] [SLIDE 24][SLIDE 25] The trip back to Paságes took approximately six day s of traversing challenging country on horseback, with a final ship passage to San Sebastian, and a short trip to Paságes, where he was assigned to a new regiment and outfitted with a new uniform to serve to the end of the First Carlist War.

[SLIDE 26] In February, 1840, joined the forces fighting the First Opium War, or Anglo-Chinese War, which was fought from September 4, 1839, through August 29, 1842. He was promoted to First Lieutenant in December, and 1843 was awarded The China War Medal. 

[SLIDE 27] White is well known in the art world for his sketches of Hong Kong Harbor, which were shown in 1844 at the famous Leicester Panorama in London. [SLIDE 28] Visitors to the Panorama viewed a scene painted on the walls all around them.

[SLIDE 29] White was married by special license in 1844, but it appears he never lived with his young wife. In 1845 he was put on half-pay status and was soon bankrupt and “residing at Christ’s Hospital, Newgate-street, in the city of London,” which had an infirmary. He was again in bankruptcy court in 1850. A second relationship produced a daughter who never lived with her father.

[SLIDE 30] Frederick John White died  October 5, 1854, at Middlesex Hospital in the registration district of Marylebone and sub-district of All Soul’s.  [SLIDE 31] Two causes of death were given: Phthisis and Scrofulous Disease of the Knees. Thus, he died of pulmonary tuberculosis and tuberculosis of the bone or joints (synovial tuberculosis), and it is likely that he was already an invalid when he was resident at the Christ’s Hospital infirmary in 1845. [SLIDE 32] Slide of the Old Garrison Church at Portsmouth

[SLIDE 33] Long after Frederick’s death, his brother George Francis included Frederick in the family memorial at the Royal Garrison Church, Old Portsmouth. George Francis wrote what might be a fitting tribute to many later veterans: that Frederick died “chiefly from the effects of Active Service in various parts of the globe.”


