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In December 1778, at the height of the 
American War of Independence, soon after 
setting sail from the Tuscan port of Livorno 
(Leghorn), a 26-cannon British frigate, the 
privateer Westmorland, was captured by 
two French men-of-war. Under considerable 
pressure from the insurers, Captain Willis 
Machell had delayed his departure for almost 
nine months, but clearly felt it was worth 
making a dash for Gibraltar, unaware that 
spies in Livorno had tipped off the French 
at Toulon. In January 1779 the Westmorland 
and its cargoes were impounded at the 
Andalusian port of Málaga.

The French were mainly interested in seizing 
cash, the enormous payment for an in-bound 
cargo of Newfoundland salt cod for which 
Livorno was the broking and distribution 
point for the whole of southern Europe. But 
along with nearly 4000 barrels of anchovies, 
129 pounds of silk, 150 crates of manna 
and oil, thirty-four bales of hemp, thirty-two 
Parmesan cheeses, twenty-two barrels of 
Tartar salt and medicines and five crates of 
artificial flowers, the Spaniards found that 
the outbound cargo of the Westmorland 
also contained many unaccompanied crates 
belonging to English aristocrats consigned 
from Rome.

There were oil paintings by Pompeo Batoni, 
Anton Raphael Mengs, Carlo Maratta, Guido 
Reni, Guercino and others; modern copies of 
famous pictures by Raphael; sumptuous folios 
of prints by Giambattista Piranesi; drawings by 
John Robert Cozens and other artists working 
in Rome; packets of printed books and sheet 
music; twenty-three crates of ancient Roman 
marble statues and fragments, together 
with modern plaster casts, carved marble 
mantelpieces, slabs of coloured marble for 
table-tops, full-sized Piranesi-esque ‘vasi 
candelabri’, eighty-four rolls of de-luxe blank 
Genoa paper, a crate of apparently authentic 
saints’ relics, a crate of flowering onion bulbs 
and seeds; a violin in its case, a box of violin 
strings, two barrels of hats, boxes of pomade, 
sweetmeats and citrus-blossom water, four 
barrels of Madeira, a double-barreled rifle, 
and ‘thirty crates of property’, about which 
we know nothing more.

Fig 1: Pompeo Batoni (1708–1787), Francis Basset, later Baron de Dunstanville and first Baron 
Basset, 1778, oil on canvas, 221 by 157 cm, Museo Nacional del Prado, Madrid.
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