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Military Commandery to the USS Lexington

When the Government of the United Provinces of Río de la Plata 
hoisted the Argentine flag in Malvinas Islands on November 6, 1820, 
reaffirming its undisputed right to former Spanish possessions, the 
national press took notice of the event. Since then, this has faithfully 
shown that the relationship between the press and Malvinas has a long 
and rich history. U.S. journalist Bill Kovach, author of the prestigious 
book The Elements of Journalism, once said that journalism is the 
first version of History.1  The purpose of this article is to review and 
describe, by referring to the exact moment and place, the impact 
on the Argentine public opinion -through the press- of two facts 
that marked the subsequent development of the controversy over 
Malvinas. Said facts are the establishment of the Political Military 
Commandery of Malvinas Islands in 1829, and the conflict with the 
United States over the destruction of the Colony of Malvinas by the 
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corvette USS Lexington, which may be considered as the triggering 
event of the subsequent British invasion of Malvinas.
It was thus expressed by Alfredo Palacios, who considered it 
outrageous that the U.S. Chargé d’Affaires should defend British 
rights over Malvinas.  Regarding the actions of the U.S. official, he 
said that “his unexpected defense of Great Britain, upholding their 
alleged rights instead of limiting himself to the facts concerning the 
seizure of the ships, paved the way for British claims”.2  He added 
that “the move by Great Britain on January 1, 1833 was preceded 
and even prepared –may be inadvertently- by U.S. consular officials 
who facilitated the raid carried out by frigate USS Lexington in 
Port Soledad on December 28, 1831, whose crew captured the 
officials who were there and then alleged, as a justification of such 
vandalism, that –through a third party claim- they had property 
rights over Malvinas Islands, since they did not belong to the United 
Provinces but to Great Britain”.3  
These facts impacted heavily on the public opinion and were widely 
covered by the newspapers and weekly publications of greatest 
symbolic and cultural influence of the time, such as La Gaceta 
Mercantil, El Lucero, and The British Packet, a news weekly intended 
for the English-speaking community of Buenos Aires. 

CREATION OF THE POLITICAL MILITARY COMMANDERY OF 
MALVINAS ISLANDS 
In 1829 Malvinas began to have greater significance in the Argentine 
press, since on June 10 a Decree signed by the interim Governor 
of the Province of Buenos Aires, Martín Rodríguez, created the 
Political Military Commandery of Malvinas Islands, followed by the 
appointment -through a Diploma- of its Commander, Mr. Luis Vernet. 
The news was published by the newspaper La Gaceta Mercantil, on 
June 13, and by the news weekly The British Packet, on June 20. 
The article included an official document whereby the Government, 

2 Palacios, Alfredo L., Las Islas Malvinas, archipiélago argentino, Buenos Aires, Editorial 
Colección Claridad, 1934, p. 55.
3 Idem, p. 24.
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after showing its title to the Islands and to all other islands 
surrounding Cape Horn (since our country was the successor of 
the rights held by Spain over those lands), specified the reasons 
for creating the Commandery, explaining that measures had to be 
taken forthwith to protect the rights of the Republic, to enjoy the 
benefits that could derive from the products of the Islands and to 
afford adequate protection to their inhabitants. It also reproduced 
the above mentioned decree. It is worth noting the third section, 
which read: “The Political Military Commander shall strive to have 
the laws of the Republic observed by the inhabitants of the Islands, 
and shall ensure that the regulations on the hunting of amphibians 
are complied with along their coasts”.4  This last provision was the 
cause of the conflict with the United States regarding the actions of 
the vessel USS Lexington.
Also, in an editorial of June 17 that same year, La Gaceta Mercantil 
praised the Government’s decision to create the Commandery, besides 
noting that it was the first time this considerable portion of territory 
had been given the importance it deserved, and criticizing the lack of 
attention and interest that prior administrations had shown in relation 
to the Islands. The editorial also highlighted the strategic importance 
of Malvinas, given the fact that they were the only refuge near the 
Eastern and Western coasts of South America and the last stop for 
European vessels that intended to sail on to the Pacific. To reinforce 
its opinion, the editorial quoted the words of the well-known British 
Admiral Anson, who said that he was convinced that all expeditions 
to the South Sea would be spoiled as long as they were obliged to 
stop at the port of Brazil, and anything that could relieve them from 
this need deserved public attention.  He added that they ought search 
for a place to stop further South, so that their vessels could stock up 
before reaching Cape Horn.5  Finally, the editorial added that this same 
seaman had proposed that Malvinas should be this refuge.
Lastly, the editorial stated that the Republic could be congratulated on 

4  La Gaceta Mercantil, Buenos Aires, June 13, 1829, Inner Part, p. 2.
5 dem, June 17, 1829, p. 2.



The Question of Malvinas and the Bicentennial

272

having one of the most impressive ports in the world and that many 
benefits could be obtained from this territory due to its fertile land, its 
milder climate as compared to other regions, the hunting of the sea 
lions that abounded in its coasts and the possibility of being visited 
by foreign vessels in need of refuelling, provisions and the like, which 
would generate many economic advantages for the country.

THE CONFLICT WITH THE UNITED STATES OVER THE USS 
LEXINGTON
As explained above, one of the sections of the decree that established 
the Political Military Commandery of Malvinas provided that the 
Commander was to be empowered with authority to enforce regulations 
on the hunting of amphibians along the Islands’ coastline.
Anchorage charges were systematically evaded by whalers that fished 
there. In August 1831, due to an incident with the U.S. fishing vessels 
“Harriet”, “Breakwater” and “Superior”, Commander Luis Vernet 
returned to Buenos Aires in the schooner “Harriet”, whose cargo he 
had seized in order to submit the case to the Prize Court. 
The U.S. Consul in Buenos Aires disregarded the Argentine right 
to regulate fishing in Malvinas and on December 31, 1831 the U.S. 
warship USS Lexington, under the command of Captain Silas Duncan, 
landed its men on the Islands, who destroyed all military facilities, 
swept the buildings, stole seal furs, arrested most of the inhabitants 
and before leaving, stated that the Islands were fully devoid of any 
Government.6 
This very serious event had huge repercussions on the Buenos Aires 
press and became the most important news of the time, with long-
lasting echoes. The first chronicle of the event was published by La 
Gaceta Mercantil on February 8, 1832. It was an announcement of 
Governor Luis Vernet that included a preliminary presentation of the 
facts that had taken place in Malvinas, aimed at informing the public. 
Mr. Vernet’s statement, after expounding the above mentioned facts 

6 Statements of Enrique Metcale (Interim Commander of Malvinas), Guillermo Dickson and 
Julio Grossy, made at the Port of Montevideo. El Lucero, Buenos Aires, February 15, 1832, 
Inner Part, pp. 1 to 3.
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and describing them as atrocious and as blatantly prejudicial to 
national sovereignty rights, anticipated that a few days later a long 
article would be published to justify the capture of the three U.S. 
schooners, since he had been called a pirate by that country for 
having seized the schooners for no apparent reason.
The following day, the same morning newspaper published an editorial 
declaring that what had happened was an outrageous infringement 
of the jus gentium, a coward act of insulting violence against a 
defenseless and unprepared Argentine front, and that it expected the 
U.S. Government to quickly repair the Argentine honor.
On February 11, the newspaper published part of the State of the 
Union address presented by U.S. President Andrew Jackson to the 
U.S. Congress on December 6, 1831, in which Jackson referred to the 
Republic and its actions in Malvinas. He said: “I should have placed 
Buenos Ayres in the list of South American powers in respect to which 
nothing of importance affecting us was to be communicated but for 
occurrences which have lately taken place at the Falkland Islands, in 
which the name of that Republic has been used to cover with a show 
of authority acts injurious to our commerce and to the property and 
liberty of our fellow citizens. In the course of the present year one of 
our vessels, engaged in the pursuit of a trade which we have always 
enjoyed without molestation, has been captured by a band acting, as 
they pretend, under the authority of the Government of Buenos Ayres. 
I have therefore given orders for the dispatch of an armed vessel to join 
our squadron in those seas and aid in affording all lawful protection 
to our trade which shall be necessary, and shall without delay send 
a minister to inquire into the nature of the circumstances and also of 
the claim, if any, that is set up by that Government to those islands. 
In the mean time, I submit the case to the consideration of Congress, 
to the end that they may clothe the Executive with such authority and 
means as they may deem necessary for providing a force adequate to 
the complete protection of our fellow citizens fishing and trading in 
those seas”.7 

7 La Gaceta Mercantil, Buenos Aires, February 11, 1832, p. 2.
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After quoting these words, the editor of the newspaper concluded the 
article saying that President Jackson’s statements confirmed that the act 
of the USS Lexington had not been authorized by the U.S. Government 
since “it will never let itself be tarnished by a despicable occurrence, 
legitimating actions that are so much opposed to the noble and loyal 
character of its institutions and foreign policy”.8 
Meanwhile, on February 11, the political news weekly The British 
Packet published an article about the episode concerning the USS 
Lexington on its front page, as well as the above mentioned U.S. 
President’s statement.  It is worth adding that in both articles it referred 
to Malvinas as “Falkland Islands”, and continued to do so afterwards. 
On February 15, El Lucero published an announcement in which the 
Government informed that inquiries had confirmed the action taken by 
the crew of the USS Lexington in Malvinas, and ensured the population 
that it would file the relevant claim and request adequate reparation, and 
that it would not retaliate against U.S. citizens living in the Republic. 
Some days later, Luis Vernet published a very long declaration 
expressing how and with which formalities he had proceeded to 
capture the three U.S. schooners for repeatedly hunting amphibians 
in the coasts of Malvinas. He also explained that he had first resorted 
to the special court having jurisdiction to solve the matter and, at 
the same time, proved the Republic’s sovereignty right over Malvinas 
Islands and surrounding areas up to Cape Horn.
On February 21, El Lucero, after a minute inquiry into the facts, 
published an editorial to qualify the actions of the Commander of 
the USS Lexington, the Argentine Government and the U.S. Consul.
To begin with, the editors trusted that the Government would make 
a just and firm claim and the United States would provide full and 
prompt reparation; they also believed that the Government had acted 
impeccably, since it had always endeavored to maintain the conflict 
within the legal sphere, trying not to hinder the latter’s work, and 
had made every possible effort to maintain, at all times, amicable 
relations with the United States.

8 Idem, p. 3.
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The United States Consul had always attempted to depart from the 
legal path and had finally reacted negatively, protesting against the 
seizure of the fishing vessels and against Argentina’s sovereignty 
rights over Malvinas.
As regards the Commander of the USS Lexington, the editors expressed 
that he had lied about the purpose of his trip to the Islands, since in 
a declaration before departing to Malvinas he had informed that the 
trip was only meant as a visit and that he provided this information to 
avoid bad intelligence regarding the purpose of the trip and to remain 
in keeping with the candid and frank manner in which U.S. business 
is done.9 His actions not only amounted to serious misconduct but 
also to crimes that called for a forceful reaction.
That same day, February 21, 1832, La Gaceta Mercantil informed 
that the Government had withdrawn US Consul George Slacum’s 
exequatur, empowering him to appoint a person to succeed him, 
until a new consul was appointed. Likewise, it was informed that Mr. 
Slacum refused to appoint a successor and to deposit the U.S. naval 
papers with the Harbour Master’s Office of the Port, which stored all 
the navigation documents of vessels from countries that did not have 
a Consul in Buenos Aires.
On February 22 the same newspaper went on to inform the U.S. 
official’s refusal and greeted the satisfactory reaction of the Argentine 
Government in light of this attitude, praising its positive behavior 
towards the U.S. citizens that lived in our country.
Meanwhile, both El Lucero and La Gaceta Mercantil published a 
circular of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs informing the governors 
about the events concerning the USS Lexington. 
On June 15, La Gaceta Mercantil informed that the Government of 
the Province of Buenos Aires, in charge of handling the country’s 
foreign relations, had recognized Francys Baylles as the new U.S. 
Chargé d’Affaires.
On June 19, another article regarding the conflict with the United 
States was published by La Gaceta Mercantil.   The article reported 

9 El Lucero, Buenos Aires, February 21, 1832, p. 2.
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on an announcement of the U.S. Navy Department that expounded 
the events concerning the USS Lexington in Malvinas, but omitted the 
most injurious facts and distorted some information.   
The announcement explained that  an official notice had been 
received by the Navy Department, saying that the USS Lexington had 
returned to Montevideo from Malvinas with most of the persons who 
had been involved in the outrages against U.S. interests and citizens; 
having recovered the captured and plundered vessels that were still 
at the Barkeley sound (the area surrounding the Port of Malvinas) and 
having aided those of their seamen who had been illegally detained 
or inhumanely abandoned to die in the adjoining Islands.10  
The following day, the newspaper published a letter by Luis Vernet 
addressed to the general public, in which he objected to the fact that La 
Gaceta Mercantil had been the only newspaper of the city of Buenos 
Aires that had published this notice of the United States Navy, and 
replied to the person who had written said communication (whose 
name was unknown) that out of the three vessels one had returned 
to the United States, the other one was on its way to the Pacific and 
the last one had been in Buenos Aires since November 1831, so it was 
impossible that what the notice described had actually occurred.
On July 6, La Gaceta Mercantil published an article of the newspaper 
Courier & Enquirer of New York which legitimated the events that 
had taken place in the Islands on January 3, alleging an inherent 
right of the United States to fish along the coastline of Malvinas, and 
that, therefore, Commander Duncan of the USS Lexington had to use 
force to oppose the interruption of fishing activities. According to 
the Courier & Enquirer, this right was based on the fact that Britain 
shared said right with Spain before the American Revolution and the 
United States were entitled to it as a former British colony.
Then, the editor of La Gaceta Mercantil published a long editorial 
in which he refuted the argument of the inherent right. He began by 
saying that it was unthinkable, insolent and absurd to claim such a 
right over a group of Islands to which they had never had any title, 

10 La Gaceta Mercantil, Buenos Aires, June 19, 1832, p. 2.
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that the alleged recognition by Spain was false and that, even if it 
existed, it did not entitle the United States –as a former British colony- 
to continue enjoying this already untimely right in the territory of an 
independent country like the Argentine Republic.
The editor wondered whether there existed a document acknowledging 
the alleged right, and whether it had been shown that both before 
and after its declaration of independence, the United States was 
barred from fishing in Malvinas.  One single example is enough: in 
1793, seventeen years after the U.S. Declaration of Independence, 
thirteen U.S. ships which were fishing along the coastline of Malvinas 
were requested to leave by a Spanish warship, which warned them 
that not only was the U.S. precluded from fishing there but also from 
navigating those seas. 
Likewise, the editor refuted the alleged British right to fish along the 
coastline of Malvinas.  To do so, he cited the 1790 treaty between 
Spain and Great Britain, which categorically disproved said right.  In 
section 4 of said treaty, His British Majesty undertook to resort to the 
most effective means to prevent navigation and fishing in the Pacific 
Ocean and the South seas by British subjects from being used as an 
excuse for illegal trade with Spanish establishments, and with a view 
to this it was expressly provided that British subjects were not to 
navigate or fish in said seas at a distance shorter than ten maritime 
leagues from any of the coasts already occupied by Spain.11 
In section 6, it was further agreed -regarding the Eastern and Western 
coasts of South America and adjoining Islands- that said subjects were 
not to set up any establishment in any parts of these Southern coasts 
and of the adjoining Islands already occupied by Spain.12 
It is thus shown that Spain was the only power that had exclusive 
fishing rights along the coasts of its possessions and our Republic 
had inherited those rights.
More importantly, on July 10 the editor of La Gaceta Mercantil, 

11 Miller, J. R. History of Great Britain from the death of George II to the coronation of 
George IV, Philadelphia, M´Carty & Davis Editions, 1836, p. 21.
12 Idem.
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on continuing to elaborate on the matter, made it clear that they 
had failed to mention that the United States had recognized the 
independence of the United Provinces and that said recognition 
had been accompanied by a map including Malvinas Islands. Hence, 
President Jackson’s statement to the U.S. Congress affirming they 
would send a minister to Buenos Aires to inquire into our alleged 
rights over Malvinas lacked all coherence.
As regards The British Packet and Argentine News –such was its full 
name-, it had published all the official documents of the Government 
and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, as well as Commander Luis Vernet’s 
and other citizens’ messages, just as La Gaceta Mercantil and El Lucero 
had published them. In particular, on April 21, this news weekly reported 
the arrival of a U.S. navy squadron, led by Commodore Rodgers, who 
–upon being welcomed by the population- had been reminded of the 
irritation that still prevailed over the USS Lexington incident, although 
he believed said fact would not overshadow the visit.
On April 24, Commander Rodgers announced the release of the prisoners 
that had been captured by the Commander of the USS Lexington at 
Malvinas and were still being kept as hostages. This was confirmed the 
following day by the Argentine Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
Finally, on September 8 The British Packet informed that the new 
U.S. Chargé d’Affaires, Francys Baylles, had applied for and obtained 
his passport and that it was believed he would leave Buenos Aires, 
given the unsatisfactory state of negotiations regarding the events 
that had taken place at Malvinas Islands in January that year.
The editors of these newspapers were not the only ones who gave their 
opinion on the facts: people in general also participated through readers’ 
letters to the above mentioned newspapers and weekly publications, 
and there were even exchanges of opinions among several of them.
Both El Lucero and La Gaceta Mercantil published some letters and 
answered others, but it was through The British Packet that (U.S. or 
British) citizens expressed themselves more frequently.
El Lucero, in its edition of February 16, 1832, reproduced a 
readers’ letter signed by “some patriots” that had first appeared in 
El Recopilador, a newspaper published in Montevideo.  The letter 
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criticized the attitude of the Commander of the USS Lexington and the 
fact that he had acted beyond the orders of his Government.  Lastly, 
it expressed that the behavior of Commander Duncan was not to be 
mistaken for that of his Government, since both were quite different.  
On February 19, El Lucero published a translation of a readers’ letter 
that had appeared in The British Packet, since it was considered 
important for the public opinion.  In said letter, “another American 
citizen” –such was the signature- asked the citizens of Buenos Aires 
to be patient until the truth about the events that had happened in 
the Islands were uncloaked, and although he highlighted that he was 
a genuine patriot, he made it very clear that he would not hesitate to 
object to any act of aggression by his Government. 
As regards La Gaceta Mercantil, it published an answer to a readers’ 
letter published by The British Packet on February 11 and signed 
by a “North-American”, which criticized La Gaceta Mercantil for its 
offensive words about the Commander of the USS Lexington which 
had been published in an editorial on February 9.  The newspaper 
answered that it had never doubted the moral qualifications of 
Commander Duncan but that it did not believe the comments about 
his acts in Malvinas were exaggerated. 
As mentioned above, The British Packet published a significant 
number of readers’ letters.  On February 18, 1832 “another North-
American citizen” signed a letter criticizing the editor of La Gaceta 
Mercantil for his words against an editorial of the newspaper 
Cosmopolitan published on February 15 which did not condemn 
the acts perpetrated by the Commander of the USS Lexington. On 
March 3, “a U.S. citizen” asked the population not to engage in 
extreme debates.  Lastly, on March 10 one of the prisoners captured 
in Malvinas and later released by Commander Rodgers revealed that 
he had been mauled by Commander Duncan, who had called him a 
thief and a pirate, and stressed the difference between his treatment 
and the one he had received from the crew of the USS Lexington and, 
afterwards, of the vessel Warren. 
The purpose of this article has been, on the one hand, to describe 
the passion expressed by the public opinion -from the dawn of our 
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history- regarding the news on Malvinas, and, on the other hand, to 
challenge the belief that the Argentine press only began to prioritize 
the issue of Malvinas as from the second half of the XX century. 
To conclude, on celebrating its bicentennial, the Argentine Republic 
acknowledges that the issue of Malvinas has played an important role 
in its history. However, we may still have to become more aware of 
the significance that our Islands have had in the development of our 
national identity during the XIX century. 
We may undoubtedly affirm that, within the context of the Argentine 
bicentennial, the treatment of the issue of Malvinas by the Argentine 
press has been clearly important from the very beginning of our 
history, since the Islands have been considered a priority and a vital 
territory for Argentine interests and for the public opinion, which 
has adamantly expressed its feelings and has shown a fervent and 
enthusiastic commitment to Malvinas Islands.  
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