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DON JUAN (1837) 
 
Base data 20 July 1837.  Last amended November 2008 
* indicates entries changed during P&O Group service. 
   
Type  Passenger liner 
P&O Group service  1837 
P&O Group status  Owned by individuals interested in Peninsular Steam 

Navigation Company 
   
Registered owners  Richard Bourne and others 
Managers  Willcox and Anderson 
Operators  Peninsular Steam Navigation Company 
   
Builders  Fletcher, Son and Fearnall 
Yard  Poplar, London 
Country  UK 
Yard number   
   
Registry   
Official number   
Signal letters   
Classification society   
   
Gross tonnage  932 grt 
Net tonnage  485 nrt 
Deadweight    
   
Length  45.22m (148.4ft) 
Breadth    7.31m (24.0ft) 
Depth    4.94m (16.2ft) 
Draught   
Construction (if not steel)  Wood 
   
Engines  Two-cylinder direct-acting steam engines 
Engine builders   
Works   
Country   
   
Power  360 hp 
Propulsion  Paddles 
Speed  7 knots 
   
Passenger capacity  24 
Cargo capacity   
Crew   
Employment  London and Falmouth/Spain and Portugal 
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Career   
  

10.09.1836:  Launched as Don Juan for Richard Bourne and others.  When 
completed for Bourne and his Dublin partners, she was advertised as 
the largest steamer afloat, though this was no longer true when she 
made her last voyage.  She cost £43,000 and was designed 
specifically for the Peninsular Steam service in which Bourne, 
Willcox and Anderson were the prime movers. 

20.07.1837:  Commenced her maiden voyage.  She made one return voyage to 
Gibraltar and another to San Sebastian before taking the first 
contract mail sailing on 1st September. 

15.09.1837: Stranded at Tarifa Point, Spain, in thick fog at 1630hrs, when 
homeward bound from Gibraltar with passengers and mail.  The ship 
was a complete loss, the more so because she was not insured.  
The passengers, mail and $21,000 in specie were landed safely, 
despite some obstruction from local authorities.  Arthur Anderson 
and his wife were travelling as passengers, and he returned by boat 
to Gibraltar with his wife, two passengers, the Admiralty agent 
Lieutenant Roupel and the mails, and brought back a Royal Navy 
detachment aboard the paddle sloop HMS Medea to help with 
salvage, although in the end they were used to protect the specie 
and cargo from the local population, and the wreck was abandoned. 

  
  
 
LOSS OF THE DON JUAN STEAM SHIP 
 
“The Shetland Journal”, Tuesday, October 31, 1837 
 
The loss of this magnificent vessel having excited considerable public interest, and 
various incorrect accounts of it having got into circulation, we are happy to be able to 
lay the following detailed official statement before our readers.  The Don Juan was the 
largest steam vessel and had the most powerful engines yet constructed in the 
kingdom.  She was fitted up in such a style of elegance as to resemble in her interior a 
floating palace rather than a ship.  She cost when completed nearly forty thousand 
pounds sterling, and was only partially insured. 
 
Copy of a letter from Mr. Anderson of London, one of the Managers of the Peninsular 
Steam Navigation Company, to Lloyd's Agent at Gibraltar. 
 
Gibraltar, 18th September, 1837 
 
Sir - Captain Engledue having proceeded to England, I consider it proper as one of the 
Managers of the Peninsular Steam Navigation Company, and having been myself on 
board as a passenger at the time of the unfortunate occurrence, to detail to you, for the 
information of all concerned, the following facts relative to the loss of the Don Juan 
steam ship. 
 
The vessel left this bay on Friday the 15th instant, a few minutes before two o'clock, 
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having on board Her Majesty's mails, 25 tons of fruit and 25 tons of lead shipped at 
Malaga, and 21,000 dollars in specie, shipped here.  After sanding out of the bay until 
we appeared to be midway between the Rock of Gibraltar and Ape's Hill on the Barbary 
coast, Captain Engledue shaped his course to the westward in a direction which, I am 
informed, ought to have carried us a considerable distance to the southward of Tarifa 
Point. 
 
The weather soon began to thicken, and in half an hour after we became enveloped in 
such a dense fog as prevented any thing from being seen at half a cable's length from 
the ship.  About half past four I left Captain Engledue, with whom I had been conversing 
on the paddle boxes and quarter deck, and descended to my cabin, where I had only 
been a few minutes when I heard Captain Engledue calling out loudly, "Hard a 
starboard.  Stop her.  Back her."  I immediately rushed on deck, and saw a ledge of 
rocks about 40 yards or so from the starboard bow, with Tarifa Lighthouse at a short 
distance.  The wind was blowing rather fresh from the eastward.  The vessel could 
neither be stopped nor veered round quickly enough to clear the rocks, but her speed 
was so far checked that she touched very gently forwards, carrying away, as she 
grazed the rocks, the starboard paddle boards.  The fore part only appeared to be 
aground.  The boats were immediately lowered away; a large kedge was carried out on 
the starboard quarter, a strong hawser passed from it abaft, a tackle put on, and 
everyone on board set on to endeavour to heave her off.  These efforts were, however, 
in vain, and I learned with deep regret, from some Spanish fishermen who had come to 
see us, that the tide was still falling.  It was now resolved to dispatch a messenger by 
land to Gibraltar for assistance, which was done, and for greater security I determined 
to proceed there by sea myself. 
 
Having succeeded, by the offer of a considerable sum, and an additional gratuity if they 
reached Gibraltar within a given time, in inducing the crew of a small Spanish fishing 
boat to undertake the voyage, Lieut. Roupel with the mails, myself, Mrs Anderson, and 
two gentlemen passengers, set off in this boat about half past five for Gibraltar. 
 
We did not get to Gibraltar until one o'clock of the morning of Saturday the 16th, the 
weather being in the first part so boisterous, and afterwards so thick as to baffle all the 
exertions of the fishermen to effect a speedy passage.  We arrived completely 
drenched through, in the New Mole, two hours before the land messenger, and went 
alongside Her Majesty's steamer Medea where we placed the mails, and informed 
Captain Austin of that vessel, of the critical situation of the Don Juan. Capt. Austin 
immediately called up his ship's company, and ordered the steam to be got up; and in 
the mean time accompanied Lieut. Roupel and myself, in one of the Medea's boats, to 
Her Majesty's ship Asia where we saw Capt. Fisher, the senior naval officer on the 
station, who offered to place any assistance we required at our disposal, and having 
obtained the carpenter and his crew of the Asia,  with sails and other materials for 
stopping leaks, also a sergeant’s party of marines to protect the property from plunder, I 
then proceeded round the anchorage to procure a vessel to take on board cargo, 
stores, &c of the Don Juan  which might be taken out to lighten her, or be saved from 
her.  Having engaged for that purpose the Lady Newman of Scilly, the Medea took her 
in tow, together with a large launch, which Capt. Austin provided, and the whole was 
under weigh for Tarifa by a little after three o'clock.  We arrived at Tarifa, thus provided, 
about six o'clock on Saturday morning.  I found my apprehensions, from the rapid 
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manner in which the vessel was making water when I left her (in consequence of a 
sharp rock which lay under her starboard bow) but too well grounded.  All Captain 
Engledue's exertions to keep her free with the pumps had been unavailing, and the 
vessel had settled so far that her cabin port sills were scarcely clear of the water.  We 
therefore employed the launch, boats and men to save whatever articles could be got 
from the wreck, which, in about an hour after our arrival, was almost entirely under 
water; the masts, funnel, and part of the starboard paddle box being the only parts of 
the vessel visible.  I found Capt. Engledue had during the night succeeded in getting 
out the specie, and a considerable quantity of the cabin furniture and the stores, and 
that the Spaniards in the neighbourhood whom we could not from the first by any 
means induce to render us the least assistance, had been very active in endeavouring 
to plunder us of whatever they could lay hands on.  Captain Engledue had had several 
conflicts with them during the night. 
 
To secure the specie was therefore the first object of our attention.  The six marines, 
with some of the seamen of the Medea and our own, headed by Capt. Austin, Lieut. 
Roupel, and Capt. Engledue, and accompanied by myself, went to the place where the 
specie had been put, and the seamen taking the case in which it was contained upon 
their shoulders, we proceeded with it towards the Medea's boats.  The road passed 
through a fortification and on arriving at the further end we found the gate, which was 
open on our landing, now shut, and two sentinels placed at it with an officer, who 
informed us we could not pass until the governor's permission was obtained. This 
officer was expostulated with on the serious consequences of obstructing us in the 
transport of British property, from a British government packet to one of Her Majesty's 
ships of war.  We found this however in vain, the only answer we could get being that 
he was acting on the order of the governor, who would be there himself in a few 
minutes. 
 
Having given the governor a quarter of an hour to make his appearance in, and a large 
concourse of people in the mean time assembling, many of them armed, we had 
recourse to a ruse, for which I trust, under the circumstances we shall be forgiven.  I 
addressed the officer and stated that as the governor had not appeared, I wished to 
proceed, with the commander of the frigate, to him, in order to obtain an explanation, 
and for this purpose desired he would pass us through the gate. 
 
I also stated to him, by desire of Capt. Austin, that if he did not immediately comply with 
the request, he (Capt. A.) would consider the refusal as an intentional insult to the 
British flag and uniform, and would resent it in a summary manner by immediately 
drawing up the Medea and battering down their walls about their ears.  This had the 
desired effect, the gate was opened.  The seamen and marines were directed to follow 
with the specie, and to knock down or run through anyone who offered to resist them; 
and thus the specie was extricated from, I am convinced, a very perilous situation, and 
placed on board the Medea. 
 
The Spaniard vociferated and gesticulated sufficiently, but offered us no further 
annoyance. An attempt was, indeed, made shortly afterwards to take Lieut. Roupel into 
custody as a prisoner, but I believe he extricated himself by taking the bayonet off the 
sentinel’s musket who was to have been placed over him. 
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Having secured the specie, Capt. Austin next proceeded, accompanied by myself, as 
interpreter, to find out the governor.  We found him near the wreck, and having 
demanded of him his reason for treating us as he had done, he expressed himself in 
terms of indignation at the insult, as he termed it, which we had offered to the Spanish 
nation, in bringing armed men ashore without permission, landing effects on the 
Spanish soil, and taking them away again without the licence of the Spanish authorities, 
breaking the sanitary regulations, &c. &c. 
 
I explained to him, on the part of Capt. Austin, that, in acting as we had done, not the 
slightest intention of insult or hostility was entertained; that we had, on an emergency, 
merely acted on the first of all laws, that of necessity; that, without doubting his 
Excellency's wishes to render us every assistance in his power, yet from the disposition 
to plunder evinced by the people, the great number of them which had collected, and 
the facility with which the property in question might have been carried away, we were 
not certain that he might have the means to protect us, and we had therefore 
determined to protect ourselves.  He appeared to be satisfied with this explanation, and 
afterwards tendered his assistance and protection, offering to me a small building in 
which to lodge any property which might be saved, stating that he would place such a 
guard over it as he could be answerable for, requesting that I would also place anyone 
of the ship's people I chose as a watch to see that nothing was taken away, an 
arrangement which I thanked him for and accepted of; he parted, apparently on friendly 
terms with us, having given us permission to remove on board the Lady Newman the 
other articles saved.  All attempts to get off the unfortunate Don Juan being 
impracticable, the Medea returned to Gibraltar. 
 
The schooner Lady Newman, together with two craft which Mr E Giro, of this place, 
(who proceeded to Tarifa immediately he heard of the accident) had hired were left 
under the direction of Mr Moorman, chief-mate of the Don Juan, to save and receive 
what further articles might be recoverable; and the Medea having been ordered home 
with the mails, Captain Engledue noted his protest here, and proceeded home in her.  I 
visited the wreck yesterday and found it in the same position as I left it on Saturday.  On 
the outside there is 18 fathoms depth of water, and but for the strong way in which 
Captain Engledue secured it by passing the chain cables round a rock, and thence 
round the bits on board, I think the vessel would have fallen over and sunk in this deep 
water.  Mr Moorman remains at Tarifa in charge of the wreck, and everything having 
been done which could be put in practice on the spur of the moment, I am now ready to 
adopt such further measures, under the advice and concurrence, as may be deemed 
most advantageous for the interest of the underwriters.  I cannot conclude this 
communication without expressing the grateful sense which I entertain of the kind and 
prompt manner in which Captain Fisher, of Her Majesty's ship Asia, and Captain Austin, 
of Her Majesty's steamer Medea, attended to my application for aid.  To the latter in 
particular I consider all concerned are greatly indebted for his active and judicious 
exertions, and, although the result was not so fortunate as was anxiously wished, I 
consider they entitle him to some public acknowledgement from the Committee of 
Lloyd’s. 
 
Some observations which I have heard here, relative to the loss of the Don Juan, 
prompt me to offer another remark or two.  The active vigilance of Capt. Engledue as a 
seaman, and his frank kindness and gentlemanly attention to his passengers, have 



DON JUAN (1837) 
 

0007 
1837/0720 

 

gained him the esteem of everyone who has the pleasure of knowing him.  I have 
myself been a witness of his great diligence and attention to his duties, as well as the 
precision with which he usually estimated the ship's course and distance during the late 
voyage of the Don Juan.  As a manager of the company, I have great reason to lament 
the unfortunate lass of so fine a vessel, a loss which, at this outset of enterprise, is 
irreparable, and must be productive of serious disadvantages to it, but, notwithstanding 
this feeling, I cannot attach blame to Captain Engledue.  Mr Sheppard, who was a 
passenger on board, and has commanded vessels constantly trading through the Gut 
for 29 years states that on seeing the course which Captain Engledue was steering, he 
considered it unnecessarily far to the southward, and he could not account for the 
vessel being driven on Tarifa Point.  It is with some diffidence that I hazard an opinion 
on the subject; but I consider, that what was done by Captain Engledue as a measure 
of greater precaution when he perceived the symptoms of an approaching fog - his 
standing so far over to the Barbary coast before he shaped his course to the westward, 
in order to give the Spanish coast a wide berth - led to our misfortune, because it made 
the ship's course more in an oblique direction to the current, and this, together with the 
rapidity, and probable variableness of the current, produced by an extraordinary high 
spring tide, is the only way in which I can account for the rapid manner in which the 
vessel appears to have been carried to the northward of the course she was steering.  
An error of this nature, even if there was one, surely ought to be judged with leniency, 
and whoever is aware of the nature of Captain Engledue's feelings under his misfortune 
will, if he have a spark of generosity in his bosom, be more disposed to administer the 
balm of sympathy and consolation that to aggravate his distress by thoughtless or 
illiberal censure. 
 
I am, Sir, your obedient Servant, A. ANDERSON 
 
TO JAMES ROSS OXBERRY, Esq., 
Agent for Lloyd's, Gibraltar. 
 
(We have much pleasure in adding that, after a full investigation of the circumstances 
by the principal owner of the Don Juan, himself a naval man, and intimately acquainted, 
from long experience, with steam navigation, Captain Engledue has received from him 
an acquittal, and the command of another steam vessel) 
 

 
- ends - 

 


