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The Pretender of Pitcairn Island

Pitcairn, a tiny Paciﬁc island that was refuge to the mutineers of HMAV
Bounty and home to their descendants, later became the stage on which
one imposter played out his inﬂuential vision for British control over the
nineteenth-century Paciﬁc Ocean. Joshua W. Hill arrived on Pitcairn in
1832 and began his fraudulent half-decade rule that has, until now, been
swept aside as an idiosyncratic moment in the larger saga of Fletcher
Christian’s mutiny against Captain Bligh and the mutineers’ unlikely
settlement of Pitcairn. Here, Hill is shown instead as someone alert to
the full scope and power of the British Empire, to the geopolitics of
international imperial competition, to the ins and outs of naval command, to the vicissitudes of court politics, and, as such, to Pitcairn’s
symbolic power for the British Empire more broadly.
Tillman W. Nechtman is Professor and Chair of the Department of
History at Skidmore College. He writes extensively on the British
Empire in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and his previous
works include Nabobs: Identity and Empire in Eighteenth-Century Britain
(2010).
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This book is dedicated to Laura – as always,
and forever
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Sailors are the only class of men who now-a-days see anything like
stirring adventure; and many things which to ﬁre-side people appear
strange and romantic, to them seem as common-place as a jacket at
elbows. Yet, notwithstanding the familiarity of sailors with all sorts of
curious adventure, the incidents recorded in the following pages have
often served, when “spun as a yarn,” not only to relieve the weariness of
many a night-watch at sea, but to excite the warmest sympathies of the
author’s shipmates. He has been therefore led to think that his story
could scarcely fail to interest those who are less familiar than the sailor
with a life of adventure.
Herman Melville, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life (1846)
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the course of this book’s production. The external readers who read the
manuscript of this book offered insights and observations that have made
the ﬁnal version of this work so much richer. Cambridge entrusted the
production management of this book to Krishna Prasath Ganesan, with
whom it has been a pleasure to work.
And, of course, I owe a particular debt of gratitude to Dawn Wade,
whose careful attention to detail helped me weed out many, many errors
that I had missed in the manuscript.
Any errors that persist in the book, of course, are of my own doing.
And, family? How would we do any of what we do without our families?
My parents, Carl and Sam Nechtman, and my in-laws, Steve and Mary
Anne Greco, have carried me and Laura and our sons over many miles in
the past couple of years. It is what parents do. I know that. But it is right
and good to stop and say thank you. Laura and I love all four of you, and
we thank you – from the depths of our hearts – for the help and support
you have shown us in this maelstrom.
Thanks too to my brother-in-law Mark, who spent a week in Boston
with his sister while she received treatments. I know the time was hard and
the trip a sacriﬁce, but it was comforting to me to know that while I could
not be on hand, Laura was in good hands. Thanks to Mark, too, for the
many talks he and I have had about this book, and for the time he spent
with me in the Bernice Pauahi Bishop Museum in Honolulu. My other
brother-in-law Paul subjected himself to more than a few mosquito bites
while I scurried my way through a grove of breadfruit trees near
Waimā nalo on O‘ahu. I thank Miko, whose grove it was, for not upbraiding me when I was spotted among the trees by his neighbors and for giving
me two ripe breadfruits to sample, despite my trespassing. I may not have
been to Pitcairn, but I have roasted a breadfruit or two in my day. I thank
Paul for joining me on that adventure. We now have a tale to tell.
Closest to home, there are my two astonishing sons – Rhys and
Fletcher. And yes, dear reader, you read that correctly. We named the
boy Fletcher. Even if they have not known they were doing it, these two
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boys have supported me and their mom more than two young boys ought
to have to do. They have reminded us that life is worth ﬁghting for even
when the two of us were just ﬂat out tired of the ﬁght. Their smiles and
giggles, their simple happiness, and their futures give us hope. But, they
are young, and they are boys. And, as such, I confess, they have – from
time to time – reminded their dad that a little bit of “mutiny” can be
a whole lot of fun.
And, Laura. What to say about a woman who has been my companion
and friend and wife for so many years? What to say to a woman whose
ﬁght has inspired so many, a woman who has turned terrible news into
a cause and who has mobilized so many to march with her. Laura, you are
heroic. Physically, mentally, morally, spiritually. You are, simply, heroic.
Every life is a voyage. Every voyage needs a compass. In my life, Laura
has been my compass.
Toady, as I sit typing this, Laura and I are celebrating our eighteenth
wedding anniversary. With that – and so much more – in mind, I dedicate
this book to her.
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