
A FINE OFFICER’S 2 CLASP NGS 1793 AWARDED TO CAPTAIN’S CLERK 
ABOARD HMS EDGAR DURING NELSON’S HARD FOUGHT VICTORY AT THE 
BATTLE OF COPENHAGEN 1801. EDGAR WAS THE FIRST SHIP IN NELSON’S 
LINE AND THE FIRST INTO BATTLE, CONSEQUENTLY SUFFERING THE 
SECOND HIGHEST NUMBER OF CASUALTIES. AT THE UNUSUALLY YOUNG 
AGE OF 19, HE WAS COMMISSIONED PURSER BY WARRANT IN 1802 AND 
AMONG OTHERS, SERVED WITH LEDA AND ILLUSTRIOUS DURING THE JAVA 
CAMPAIGN OF 1811, HE WAS STILL ON THE ACTIVE LIST IN 1844 AND AS A 
PAYMASTER DIED AGED 73 IN 1856  

NAVAL GENERAL SERVICE 1793, 2 CLASPS COPENHAGEN 1801, JAVA ‘ROBT 
BROWN, PURSER.’ 

Robert Brown served as Captain’s Clerk aboard HMS Edgar During Admiral Nelson’s at the 
battle of Copenhagen, in April 1801. At this battle, Edgar was the first ship in line and the 
first into battle. As such the crew sustained a very large number of casualties, 131 in all killed 
and wounded. Only Monarch sustained more, with all but one other ship suffering under 80 
(the majority well under this number). As Captain’s Clerk, during the battle, Brown would 
have been located near the Captain on the quarterdeck, his job being to take notes as directed 
by his Captain. Nelson considered the Battle of Copenhagen to be his hardest fought 
fleet action. Although hampered by many of their ships being unprepared for service, 



the Danes fought fiercely and, at times, with desperation in defence of their capital 
city, relays of army and civilian reinforcements replacing the losses in the batteries. 

https://www.britishbattles.com/napoleonic-wars/battle-of-copenhagen/ 

Promoted Purser in September 1801 Brown is noted serving on Imogene in 1802, though for 
how long is yet unknown. Steel’s Navy Lists for the period 1802-1808 would need to be 
checked to see his service during these dates. Later Navy lists confirm service with the frigate 
Leda from 1808 and Illustrious from 1813. However in the NGS roll for Java in 1811, Brown 
claims from Illustrious, so possibly he was lent to Illustrious as both ships were operating off 
Java in 1811. Musters for Leda have been checked a Brown is shown as Purser of this ship 
between 12 April 1808 and 17 December 1813. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Invasion_of_Java_(1811) 

Robert Brown joined the Royal navy circa 1798 and died with the rank of Paymaster at 
Brompton Square, London, on 5 June 1856. Aged 73 when he died, Brown must have been 15 
or 16 years old when he joined the Royal Navy and just 18 or 19 when he became a Purser. 
This was a very young age for such a position; the average age for becoming a Purser being 
24. Ref; Survey of Pursers (ADM 6/193/116) which notes Brown had 36 years service In the
Royal Navy by July 1834 and Obituary. The 1844 Navy List lists Brown as still on the active
list, working as a Clerk in the Officer of Woods and Forest.

PURSERS 

One of the ships Wardroom Warrant Officers, Pursers, along with Masters, Surgeons and 
Chaplains messed in the Wardroom with the Commissioned Officers. In 1814, Pursers were 
granted the same rank as Surgeons.  

Though often thought as a soft rating, the rank of Purser was anything but that. Like all 
members of a ships crew of the time, you are just as likely to see a Purser on cutting out 
actions (or similar) as each member of the crew, regardless of rank would be expected take 
part in such actions. During ship to ship actions Pursers were frequently called on to take 
charge of sections of guns. This is borne out in the number of Pursers found on casualty lists 



or mentioned for gallantry in the pages of the Naval Chronicle of the period. The same can be 
said Surgeon’s, Clerk’s, Carpenters etc etc 

THE BATTLE OF COPENHAGEN 

“The most famous act of insubordination in the annals of the Royal Navy occurred when 
Vice-Admiral Lord Nelson, second-in-command of the British fleet at Copenhagen in the 74-
gun battleship Elephant, put his spyglass to his blind eye and said to Elephant’s captain, the 
future Admiral Sir Thomas Foley, ‘I really do not see the signal.’ The signal was from  his 
commanding admiral, Sir Hyde Parker, ordering him to disengage and Nelson, who thought 
Parker out of touch, had no intention whatever of obeying it. 

Britain and Denmark were not formally at war, but the British fleet had sailed to deter the 
Danes and Swedes from allying themselves with the French. The ships reached the northern 
point of Jutland in whirling snow on March 18th and moved on down the Kattegat. Several 
days passed while an ultimatum was sent to Copenhagen and rejected. Then Nelson’s bold 
plan of attack was accepted and with a fair wind on the 30th the whole fleet of fifty-two ships, 
their towering white sails gleaming in the sun, passed through the narrow gap between 
Sweden and Denmark, to a harmless cannonade from batteries at Elsinore on the Danish 
bank. They anchored some five miles from Copenhagen and Parker, Nelson and other senior 
officers took a schooner to survey the city’s defences. The harbour was protected by shoals, 
by seventy or more heavy guns in the Trekroner fort and by the cannon of nineteen dismasted 
warships moored in a line a mile-and-a-half long. Nelson decided to attack from the weakest, 
south-eastern end of the Danish defences and spent hours in small boats planning exactly 
how buoys should be placed to guide his squadron through a narrow and difficult channel for 
the attack. After a conference in Parker’s flagship, the London, on the 31st, the buoying work 
was completed and on April 1st Nelson in infectiously high spirits entertained his captains to 
dinner in Elephant. 

Next morning the wind was fair, but several ships’ pilots – ‘with no other thought than to 
keep the ship clear of danger and their own silly heads clear of shot’, Nelson commented – 



flatly refused to lead the way along the channel because it was too dangerous. Eventually a 
veteran of the Nile, the master of the Bellona, volunteered for the task and at 9.30 the 
squadron set off – twelve ships of the line plus frigates and bomb-ketches. They were roughly 
handled by the Danish guns and three grounded on the shoals, but after a masterly display of 
cool seamanship the rest anchored in line and brought their broadsides to bear. They blazed 
away at the moored Danish ships with clinical precision, each firing a broadside every forty 
seconds at a range of 200 yards. The Danes replied with vigour and tenacity. Smoke billowed 
round the two lines of ships while the guns thundered and crowds of Copenhagen citizens 
watched from rooftops and church towers 

About 1.30 in the afternoon, when a cannon ball struck splinters off Elephant’s mainmast, 
Nelson remarked that it was warm work, but he would not be elsewhere for thousands of 
pounds. It was at this point that he declined to see Parker’s signal, saying, ‘You know, Foley, 
I have only one eye. I have a right to be blind sometimes’, and archly putting his glass up to 
his right eye. Parker, in fact, had expected Nelson to ignore the order if he judged it right to 
continue the action. 

By about 3pm the Danes were almost overwhelmed. The carnage in their ships was dreadful, 
with many of them on fire, and the Danish flagship blew up. Some struck their colours and the 
arrival on the scene of the two leading ships of Parker’s division caused more to surrender. 
Nelson offered a truce, which the Danish commander accepted, and the action was over by 
4pm. The British losses in killed and wounded were about 1,000 and the Danish casualties 
were thought to be twice as heavy. Next day, which was Good Friday, Nelson went ashore to 
be received at a state dinner by Crown Prince Frederick of Denmark. There was some 
apprehension about how the people of Copenhagen would treat him, but he was greeted with 
what one of his party described as ‘an admixture of admiration, curiosity and displeasure’. At 
the dinner he told his hosts that the French would not have lasted for one hour at the most, 
where the Danes had resisted bravely for four. He made an excellent impression and an 
armistice was signed on the 9th.” 

Condition GVF, a little excess solder under claw on obverse and faint pawnbroker marks on 
obverse lower field. Attractive patina with silver marked buckle to ribbon. 

A fine Officers Naval General Service medal, which a great deal more research to be done to 
establish his full service. 


