
 
 

The British 32-gun frigate Southampton 
(Captain Sir James Lucas Yeo) 
and the captured ship in tow, 

The American 14-gun brig Vixen 
 

Lippold Haken’s pictures of the War of 1812 Shipwreck   
near  Conception Island, Bahamas 

 
 
I was on a summer 2004 R/V Sea Dragon dive trip that included Conception Island, Bahamas.  We spent a 
few days diving on the Southampton reef line.  I thoroughly love the variety and beauty of that reef (please 
see my slide show at http://www.cerlsoundgroup.org/Bahamas/), and could not get enough of it. After many 
hours of enjoyable diving I was snorkeling and discovered a large number of cannons nestled among 
beautiful corals.  Here are three picture of one of the cannons I saw: 
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More cannons (and remains of armor plating in some of the pictures): 
 

     
 

     
 

 
 



 
 

It was a beautiful scene, so I tried to remember my path as I snorkeled the quarter mile back to the Sea 
Dragon.  When I described what I had seen, Captain Dan was excited – he had been looking for the wreck 
of the famed 1812 British frigate Southampton and its ship-in-tow, the American brig Vixen for years.  I 
am not certain he believed what I described (Capt. Dan has heard a lot of fish stories!), but he wanted to 
check it out.  I was happy able to find the wreck again – it is not easy, because the reef is extensive with 
deep chasms in shallow coral extending above the water.  Here is a picture from the snorkel back to the 
wreck: 

 

 
 



 
 
As you can guess from the picture above, it is difficult to keep your bearings when you are snorkeling 
through passageways and coral tunnels.  When we found the wreck, the Captain could positively identify the 
Southampton not only from the many cannons and armor plating, but also from the distinctive shape of the 
two huge anchors.  We took pictures of each other; I am the guy in the blue button-down shirt (my wife no 
longer lets me wear that shirt when I teach at the University); Capt. Dan Doyle is wearing a T-Shirt: 
 
 

     
 

 

One of  two Southampton anchors:
 

        
 
 
 
If you would like to use any of the text or pictures from this web site for any purpose, you may do as long as 
you give credit to Lippold Haken.  Please contact Lippold L-Haken@uiuc.edu  for full-resolution images, or 
for my opinion on the R/V Sea Dragon and Captains Dan and Sue, or any other questions you may have. 



After we returned to the Sea Dragon for dinner, Captain Dan showed various documents he had collected 
about the Southampton and the Vixen.  He has a copy of court hearings in Britain (1813), in which 
Captain Yeo and his crew were interrogated to determine if they were at fault in the fair-weather loss of 
both the Southampton and the Vixen. The hearings are interesting to read; the writing is very refined and 
proper, even when relating the obscenities one of the crewmen directed at Captain Yeo.   This is a picture 
Ellen reading from the court hearings: 
 

  
 

 
 



And this is a picture of an 1812 London newspaper article relating the loss of the Southampton, right 
before an article about a petty mail theft: 

 

 
 
Captain Dan has a US War Department document that contains a Vixen crewman’s letter to a friend about 
his experiences.  The attitudes and prejudices of the time are interesting to read; my photographs of the 
document begin on the next page below: 

 
A Narrative of the capture of the United States’ Brig Vixen of 14 guns, by the British Frigate 

Southampton; and of the subsequent Loss of Both Vessels, on a reef of rocks, off Conception Island; 
with some account of the sufferings of the crew; their manner of deliverance, and final deposit in the 

Prison-Ships at Port-Royal, Jamaica. By one of the Vixen’s Crew, in a letter to a friend. 
 

Two final pictures: a picture of me on a later return trip, and one of my dive buddy Jim (center) and Rip 
and Ellen looking at microscopic life collected near the reef: 

    
 

 








































































