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The love of fame for the founders was the ruling passion of the noblest of minds.


ALEXANDER HAMILTON



INTRODUCTION

THE WAR OF 1812
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ALTHOUGH ONE OF AMERICA’S LESSER-KNOWN CONFLICTS, THE War of 1812 was one of her most important. Beginning on June 18, 1812, the fighting continued unabated for a grueling thirty-two months before ending on February 17, 1815. The struggle spread over a wide area, including all of the United States east of the Mississippi, many parts of Canada, the Great Lakes, and Lake Champlain, as well as most of the world’s oceans. Despite being underappreciated, the war had a profound effect on the nation’s future. It brought about a rapprochement between Britain and America that changed world history. The enmity that had characterized their relationship since the War of Independence ended. In the final year of the war, the United States demonstrated a military capacity that secured Britain’s respect and caused her to fundamentally alter her North American policy. By winning battles at Fort Erie in the Niagara area, at Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain, at Baltimore, and at New Orleans, the United States forced London to confront a new international reality—a strong republic on the other side of the Atlantic.

Led by their prescient foreign minister, Lord Castlereagh, Britain dealt with this new phenomenon by changing her policy toward America from confrontation to accommodation. Castlereagh recognized, before any other British statesman, the critical importance of maintaining friendship with the United States. Instead of treating her as a rival and a potential enemy, where every dispute might become lethal, he sought ways to build amicable relations. He feared that if Britain and America remained enemies, they could be fighting over one issue or another for the next hundred years. Prime Minister Robert Jenkinson (Lord Liverpool) and the rest of the cabinet followed his lead. The two great English-speaking countries never fought again. The serious disagreements they had during the nineteenth century—over boundaries with Canada, the westward expansion of the United States, Texas, the Mexican War, the American Civil War, and a fiercely competitive maritime rivalry—were all resolved peacefully.

The new diplomatic reality spawned by the War of 1812 eventually made possible the remarkable collaboration, indeed partnership, of the two countries during the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, a partnership that was to be of incalculable benefit to themselves and to the world.

Perhaps as important as beginning a new era in relations with Britain, the war strengthened the country’s democratic impulses while solidifying respect for the Constitution. The franchise was extended. Property qualifications were lowered so that all those who fought the war could vote. And just as important, President James Madison led the fight without becoming a dictator, which many in Europe thought he would be forced to do. Throughout the struggle, he scrupulously observed the constitutional limits placed on the presidency and gave the country confidence that it could manage its most challenging problems without altering or discarding its form of government.

The heroic efforts of the American navy were critical in winning the war and the peace. Victory in the key battles at Plattsburgh, Baltimore, and New Orleans would have been impossible without the navy. It’s true that the Battle of New Orleans was fought (on January 8, 1815) after the peace treaty had been signed at Ghent, on December 24, 1814. But the lopsided outcome at New Orleans showed the potential of American arms and had a major impact on Castlereagh. The navy’s part in the battle is not well known, but the hero of the Battle of New Orleans, General Andrew Jackson himself, was the first to acknowledge that the tiny naval contingent played a key part in securing a tremendous victory. 

The war revealed hidden strengths that made the small American fleet far more potent than its meager size would indicate. Several factors accounted for its surprising success. To begin with, the ships were as good as, and often better, than their British counterparts, and so were their crews. American men-of-war were manned by volunteers who were required to sign on for only two years, unlike British tars who were forced to serve until the war was over. American seamen exhibited an inspiring degree of patriotism, willingly enduring unbelievably harsh conditions. British seamen were patriotic, too, but their unusually high rate of desertion demonstrated, as nothing else could, how brutal conditions were aboard their ships. American desertions, by comparison, were minuscule. There were no impressed men aboard American men-of-war as there were in the Royal Navy. And the treatment of the crews was far better in the American fleet. Pay, health, food, and discipline were all superior.

Perhaps the most important factor accounting for the success of the American navy was its superb officer corps. Unlike the army, which had not fought (except against small numbers of poorly armed Indians) since the Revolution, the navy’s leaders were experienced fighters, having begun their baptism of fire during the Quasi-War with France from 1798 to 1800. Their skills were further honed during the war with Tripoli, which lasted from 1801 until 1805.

A strong naval tradition, dating back to the War of Independence, added to the navy’s strength. Heroes like John Paul Jones, John Barry, Silas Talbot, and many, many others inspired the young officers. So, too, did their fathers and uncles who fought with distinction in the Continental and state navies during the Revolution. Lesser-known heroes, like Christopher Perry, Stephen Decatur Sr., George Farragut, and David Porter Sr. inspired their sons to follow in their footsteps. The navy’s young stars also benefited from gifted mentors like Thomas Truxtun and Silas Talbot during the Quasi-War and Edward Preble during the war with Tripoli.

David Porter Jr. was among the navy’s more promising young officers. He had joined the service in 1798 and had been in the thick of the fight during the Quasi-War and the war with Tripoli. When he sensed the War of 1812 coming, he wanted, more than anything else, to be a part of it. He viewed it as an opportunity to achieve everlasting fame, one that might never come again. His chance came early in the fighting, and he eagerly grasped it. Beginning in October 1812, he began a seventeen-month cruise in the USS Essex that would become the most famous voyage of the war, and one of the most spectacular in the entire age of fighting sail. What follows is the remarkable story of his unforgettable odyssey.
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THE SAILS OF A SQUARE-RIGGED SHIP


1. Flying jib


2. Jib


3. Fore topmast staysail


4. Fore staysail


5. Foresail, or course


6. Fore topsail


7. Fore topgallant


8. Mainstaysail


9. Maintopmast staysail


10. Middle staysail


11. Main topgallant staysail


12. Mainsail, or course


13. Maintopsail


14. Main topgallant


15. Mizzen staysail


16. Mizzen topmast staysail


17. Mizzen topgallant staysail


18. Mizzen sail


19. Mizzen topsail


20. Mizzen topgallant


21. Spanker



PROLOGUE

FIRST VICTORY
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IT WAS 9:30 ON THE MORNING OF AUGUST 13, 1812, FIFTY-SIX days after the United States had declared war on Great Britain. Captain David Porter, a short, wiry intense man of thirty-two, was standing on the quarterdeck of the 32-gun American frigate Essex, looking through his telescope at an interesting ship to windward. She appeared to be an armed West Indiaman, but he suspected she was something else—a poorly disguised British man-of-war, hoping to take him by surprise.

The Essex was camouflaged herself. She was sailing in latitude 41° north and longitude 38° 10’ west, roughly halfway between New York and Portugal. Porter wanted his ship to look like an easy target. Her gun ports were closed, the topgallant masts were housed, and the sails were trimmed in the careless manner of a merchantman. If the stranger was an enemy warship, Porter wanted to encourage her to attack. The Essex had British colors flying, and Porter kept them up, hoping the stranger would think they were a clumsy ruse by an American merchant. Satisfied with his disguise, he quietly cleared for action, while concealing every appearance of doing so.

The approaching stranger was a much smaller ship than the Essex, the 20-gun sloop of war HMS Alert, based in St. John’s, Newfoundland. As the Alert drew closer, Porter could see how tiny she was, but he did not believe size would matter to her captain. The Royal Navy had a well-deserved reputation for successfully attacking larger enemy warships. It was a tradition in the British navy—going back to Sir Francis Drake in the sixteenth century—for enterprising captains to ignore the odds and attack. Every major and minor navy in Europe and the Mediterranean had suffered galling defeats at the hands of what looked like inferior British men-of-war. Nonetheless, Porter wanted to make sure that this captain did not back off. As the Alert got closer, Porter made it look as if the Essex was making a run for it. He shook out the reefs from the topsails and hoisted the topgallant yards, but while doing so, he put out drag sails from the stern unseen to slow the Essex.

Nothing Porter did had the slightest effect on the Alert. She continued to bear down, her sails straining to capture every bit of wind. Despite her array of canvas, she looked slow, which made her an even easier target than Porter originally thought. When the Alert drew near, she made a signal and hoisted British colors. Her gun ports were open and cannon thrust out, obviously poised to attack. By 11:30 she approached to within pistol shot on the Essex’s starboard quarter, intending to rake her. At which point, Porter hoisted the Stars and Stripes and wore short around, causing the enemy to pass under his stern to a position off his lee quarter. Suddenly, the Alert’s crew gave a loud shout and fired a full broadside of canister and grape shot. But by then she was too far abaft the Essex’s beam and delivered only a glancing blow.

Porter quickly put up the Essex’s helm and brought her deadly larboard carronades to bear. The Alert responded by hauling her wind on the starboard tack. Porter wore again and brought his starboard guns to bear. By this time, the enemy was on the starboard tack, trying to prevent the Essex from getting alongside and boarding.

Porter countered by standing on a wind on the starboard tack until the ships were separated by about a musket shot (a hundred yards). He then wore suddenly and raked the enemy with his powerful 32-pound carronades, delivering a devastating blow. The Alert’s tars were stunned. They got so rattled they panicked. And so did their first lieutenant, Andrew Duncan, who led the frightened tars aft to the quarterdeck and pleaded with the captain to strike the colors. He refused. Instead, he attempted to escape, but Porter was right after him; making more sail; hoisting his favorite flag with the motto “FREE TRADE AND SAILORS RIGHTS”; and ranging up to within pistol shot on the Alert’s starboard quarter. From there, it was certain that every shot from the Essex would find its target. Porter was about to deliver a final crushing fusillade, when the British captain—seeking to avoid the dreadful consequences of the broadside he knew was coming—prudently struck his colors. The battle had lasted less than twelve minutes.

The Alert turned out to be a former collier the Royal Navy had purchased in 1804. A sturdy, well-built vessel, she had been used to carry coal from Newcastle to London, which she did a good job of, but she was too slow for combat. The British had been at war with the French for twenty years, first in the French Wars and then the Napoleonic Wars. The Royal Navy was so desperate for ships that it was forced to acquire a few colliers and turn them into men-of-war. When the Alert was converted, she carried twenty 18-pound carronades, making her nominally a sloop of war, but without the fighting capacity of Britain’s other sloops, which had heavier guns and were much faster.

Porter sent First Lieutenant John Downes to take possession of the Alert, and while he did, her captain, Thomas L. P. Laugharne, came aboard the Essex to surrender his sword. Before doing so he told Porter that the Alert had six feet of water in the hold and was in danger of sinking. Porter reacted quickly, ordering her wore round on the other tack to bring her shot holes above water, and he sent carpenters to plug the holes, which they did rather easily.

When Lieutenant Downes arrived on the Alert with his party he found what he expected—her hull, sails, and rigging badly damaged. But he did not expect her crew to be in the excellent physical shape they were. Only three of her ninety men were seriously wounded and none were dead. What surprised him more, however, was the extent to which discipline had broken down. Once Captain Laugharne left the ship, his crew went wild, breaking into the spirits room, the purser’s room, other store rooms—even the captain’s cabin and stores, drinking as much liquor as they could, and throwing overboard whatever they could not consume.

The Essex for her part suffered no casualties. She had a few small musket and grape shots in her hull, but otherwise she remained untouched, except for her cabin windows, which had been broken by the concussion of her own guns.

Porter took the Alert’s officers and the better part of her crew aboard the Essex, and appointed Second Lieutenant James P. Wilmer as prize master to take charge on the sloop. His instructions were to proceed in company with the Essex to America. Porter hoped that the navy would buy the Alert and turn her into a guard or block ship, but not a cruising man-of-war.

The Alert was the American navy’s first victory of the war over a British warship, which was surprising, since the Royal Navy was supposed to win every encounter regardless of the odds. Even more amazing was Porter’s success before he met the Alert.

Since leaving New York on July 3, he had hunted in the North Atlantic between Bermuda and Newfoundland, ranging as far west as 38 degrees longitude. The game was plentiful. Before running across the Alert, he had taken eight other prizes. On July 11 he took the troop ship Samuel & Sarah (Captain L.T. Somes). She was part of a small convoy of seven, sailing under the protection of the 32-gun frigate, HMS Minerva (Captain Richard Hawkins). When Porter first saw the Samuel & Sarah, she was trailing the rest of the convoy, and a single shot across her bows brought her to. Seeing this, the Minerva broke away from the rest of the convoy and stormed after the Essex. Porter was delighted. He wanted nothing more than to fight an enemy frigate of equal size, and here was one coming right for him—and only a few days into the war.

Suddenly, as Porter was hastily preparing for the Minerva’s onslaught, Captain Hawkins changed his mind, reversed course, and returned to the troop ships, all of which were well armed. Porter could not believe it. He was furious, but there was nothing he could do—attacking the entire convoy would have been suicide.

Hawkins undoubtedly wanted to fight as much as Porter did. The contempt for American men-of-war in Britain, and particularly in the Royal Navy, was palpable. Hawkins must have felt confident of a quick victory and easy prize money, not to mention plaudits from the Admiralty. Yet, at the same time, his orders required him to shepherd the First Regiment of Royal Scots infantrymen from Barbados to Quebec, where they were desperately needed, and battling the Essex could compromise his mission. Even if he succeeded, he might get so banged up that his convoy would be at risk. So, unquestionably with great reluctance, he declined combat and continued on his way. The Samuel & Sarah and all her troops were left to their fate.

The easy capture had presented Porter with a big problem—what to do with 197 new prisoners. He had no wish to keep them aboard the Essex and have them gobble up his supplies, or attempt to take the ship, so he threw the transport’s armament overboard, put her crew and soldiers on parole of honor (which meant they could not fight against the United States until formally exchanged for American prisoners), and sent her on her way with a ransom bond of $14,000.

The Samuel & Sarah soon disappeared over the horizon, and Porter continued his remarkable cruise, capturing one prize after another. Between July 13 and August 1 he took the brigs Lamphrey and Leander, which he sent into port as prizes. On August 2 he caught the Nancy, which he also sent into port as a prize. On the same day he seized the tiny brig Hero, which he burnt. She was of little value. The next day, August 3, Porter stopped the brig Brothers and found to his surprise and delight that famed Revolutionary War hero Joshua Barney, sailing in the privateer Rossie, had previously captured her and was sending her into port with a prize crew. The Brothers had sixty-two of Barney’s prisoners from five other prizes on board. Porter turned her into a cartel ship (a vessel with only one signal gun, whose sole mission was to exchange prisoners), added twenty-five of his own prisoners, and sent her to St. John’s Newfoundland under the command of Midshipman Stephen Decatur McKnight. It was a challenging assignment for the young midshipman, but his captain was confident he’d be up to the task. Sailing and command were in McKnight’s blood, after all. He was the nephew of Porter’s great contemporary, Commodore Stephen Decatur.

Porter captured two more prizes, the King George and the Mary, before running into the Alert on August 13. He sent the King George into port as a prize and burnt the Mary. He kept the Alert with him, however, and sailed with her in company toward the Delaware Capes. It was a passage fraught with peril. A large number of prisoners were now aboard, and they presented a huge problem that soon developed into a crisis. As was their duty, they planned an escape. Captain Laugharne’s coxswain took the lead. On the night of the planned breakout, the cox suddenly appeared standing beside the hammock of Midshipman David Farragut with a pistol in his hand. He stared down at Farragut, who luckily had spotted him approaching and remained perfectly still with his eyes shut. Satisfied that Farragut was asleep, the cox moved on. As he did, Farragut slipped out of his hammock and crept noiselessly to the captain’s cabin and warned Porter, who sprang from his cot and ran to the berth deck, shouting, “Fire! Fire!”

The ensuing hubbub startled the prisoners, but not the Essex crew, who numbered three hundred and twenty. Part of Porter’s training of them had been to sound fire alarms at odd hours of the night. He even had smoke created in the main hold to make the exercise more real. During the drills, when the alarm sounded, each man repaired to his quarters with a cutlass and blanket to await the captain’s orders. Porter conducted the exercise frequently, so that the ship would be prepared for any emergency. This was the first occasion he had to put the exercise to the test, however, and the crew’s performance was near perfect. Outnumbered, utterly confused, the prisoners became disoriented. In a short time they were back under control.

Porter knew before the uprising that having so many hostile tars aboard was asking for trouble, and with provisions and water running low, he decided to send them to Newfoundland. Captain Laugharne readily agreed to the terms. They meant that Laugharne and his men would escape a potentially long confinement in an American prison. On August 18 Porter dispatched the Alert as a cartel ship with Lieutenant Wilmer still in charge. Aboard were Captain Laugharne, his officers, and entire crew. Porter directed Wilmer to take the Alert to St. Johns and return to New York with whatever Americans he could acquire in exchange. Porter was counting on the admiral in Newfoundland (Sir John T. Duckworth) to cooperate. It was an assignment fraught with peril for Wilmer, but he was eager for it.

Porter now turned for home to Chester, Pennsylvania. Situated on the Delaware River, between Philadelphia and Wilmington, Chester was the oldest town in the state. There, Porter would refurbish and resupply the Essex. There too his family awaited, at Green Bank, their mansion on the Delaware. He expected that traveling to Chester would be tricky business. He imagined that the British had established a blockade along the American coast. Since their base at Halifax was close to New England and New York, he assumed their ships would be stationed outside the important ports north of the Hudson River, and possibly as far south as the Delaware Capes, and even Chesapeake Bay.

His fears appeared to be confirmed on September 4 when he ran into what he thought were British warships off the tail of Georges Bank. After a lookout aboard the Essex spotted three suspicious ships, Porter went aloft and observed them for a time, before concluding that they were indeed enemy warships. Two larger ones were to the southward and a brig to the northward. The brig was racing after an American merchantman. Porter set out after the brig, which instantly gave up chasing the merchant and dashed for the protection of the two larger men-of-war. Porter cut her off, however, and forced her to sail northward. He continued to chase her, but had to give up when the wind slackened and the brig got out sweeps (long oars).

Meanwhile, the larger warships, seeing what Porter was up to, went after him. A sudden change of wind allowed them to come up fast. By four in the afternoon they had gained his wake. Porter kept straining to stay beyond their reach, hoping that night would arrive before they got within striking distance, and he could disappear into the darkness. They continued gaining on him, however. The largest was still some distance to windward, but the other was only five miles astern, bearing S by W, working hard to catch up before nightfall. Porter did everything he could to keep beyond her reach, planning to heave about as soon as it was dark and pass right by her in the opposite direction. If he found it impossible to sneak by, he intended to fire a broadside into her and lay her on board. He organized boarding parties, and when he revealed his plan, the crew responded with three cheers.

Porter was able to keep ahead of his closest pursuer until seven when it finally grew dark. At 7:20 he hove about and stood SE by S until 8:30, whereupon he bore away SW, and the British ships miraculously vanished. Porter was dumbfounded. He considered their disappearance remarkable, and all the more so since a pistol was accidentally fired by an officer on the Essex at the moment when Porter thought he was but a short distance from the nearest ship. Greatly relieved, he made for the Delaware Capes. He never considered going to New York or Rhode Island, where he imagined British blockaders would be swarming.

As the Essex traveled home, Porter felt a deep sense of satisfaction. The accomplishments of his ship and crew on this first cruise of the war were exceptional. He estimated that his captures were worth in excess of $300,000, a handsome figure, made even more impressive by the fact that he had taken 424 prisoners. He also felt vindicated. His promotion to captain (the highest rank in the navy at the time) had been long delayed, and had not actually been granted until July 2, the day before he left New York. His performance during the Essex’s first cruise was additional proof in his mind that his numerous requests for promotion should have been granted long before they were. One thing he did not feel satisfied with, however, was his triumph over the Alert. She was not enough of a challenge. He longed to do battle with a frigate of at least the size of the Essex, and he became fixated on accomplishing this goal.

The Essex reached the Delaware Capes without further incident. British blockaders were nowhere in sight. Porter was mistaken about there being a blockade. None would be in place for months, although he continued to believe one was. When he dropped anchor off Chester, in the middle of September, he was anxious to repair and resupply the Essex and get right back to sea before he got trapped. He was also anxious about the fate of Midshipman McKnight and Lieutenant Wilmer. He need not have been. Both accomplished their difficult missions without mishap and returned to the Essex while she was still in the Delaware River preparing for her next cruise. Neither Porter nor any of his crew suspected that they would be getting ready for what would become one of the most famous voyages in American history, an oceangoing saga unsurpassed in the Age of Sail.


CHAPTER

1

PRESIDENT MADISON’S WAR PLAN
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DAVID PORTER’S VICTORY OVER THE ALERT CAME AS A surprise to President James Madison. When Congress had declared war with Britain on June 18, 1812, the president did not think the navy would play a significant part in it. The fleet was so small that almost no one outside the navy’s professional officer core expected much from it. The United States had only twenty warships, while Britain had five to six hundred continually at sea, and many more in shipyards being repaired or built. Eighty-three British warships were in bases within striking distance of the American coast at Halifax, Nova Scotia; St. Johns, Newfoundland; Port Royal, Jamaica; and Antigua, West Indies. Although Madison could not say so publicly, he expected that if he allowed the American fleet to venture out of port, the Royal Navy would make quick work of it, capturing, or sinking it, as they had during the War of Independence. He thought it likely that America’s men-of-war would be blockaded in their harbors for the entire war.

Instead of counting on his navy, the president was relying on Napoleon Bonaparte, a man he detested, to force Britain into negotiating with the United States. For months Madison had watched as the French emperor amassed an army of over 600,000, the largest in history to that time, along the Polish border with Russia. Everyone expected Napoleon to launch an all-out attack before the end of June, and he did, on June 24. Everyone assumed he would compel Tsar Alexander I to ask for terms in a matter of weeks, certainly before the end of September. After that, Bonaparte was likely to turn his attention to his longtime nemesis, Great Britain. He had threatened to invade England twice in the past and had pulled back because of the insuperable power of the Royal Navy. But if Napoleon tried again with all of Continental Europe under his control, he would likely be able to amass enough sea power to drive a massive army across the Channel, occupy London, and dictate terms.

Madison had his own terms. He wanted to force London to negotiate an end to three issues that had precipitated his call to arms—the Royal Navy’s wholesale impressment of American seamen, London’s brazen attempt to control American trade, and its support of the Indian nations fighting to preserve their territory. The president was convinced that the British would not want to be fighting America at the same time they were facing a Napoleonic invasion.

To bring added pressure on London, Madison planned to attack Canada as soon as war was declared. Although he had an inexperienced, poorly led regular army of a mere seven thousand, he intended to augment it with enough militiamen to seize at least part of Canada during the summer of 1812. He thought the British would be so preoccupied with Europe they would be unable to defend Canada. Only a small contingent of His Majesty’s regulars were stationed there. Madison assumed they would be inadequate, and that Canadian militiamen would be of little practical value. In addition, Madison believed that the many Americans who had emigrated to Canada—lured by land grants and promises of low taxes—would not oppose an American invasion. He thought that if he acquired even a portion of Canada he would have a strong lever to use in any negotiation with London.

Madison intended to bring even more pressure on Britain. He would unleash hundreds of privateers to attack her commerce, as the patriots had done so successfully during the Revolutionary War. Instead of relying on the navy, he thought privateers would provide America’s muscle on the high seas. During the War of Independence, the Continental Navy had contributed almost nothing to America’s victory, whereas privateers had been of great service. As the Revolutionary War progressed, shipbuilding centers like Salem, Massachusetts, had increased the size and quality of their privateers, until by the early 1780s some of them were carrying twenty guns—the equivalent of Britain’s powerful sloops of war. Hundreds of American privateers (the exact number has always been in dispute) set out during the Revolution and ravaged enemy merchantmen, contributing to the war weariness in Britain that eventually forced a reluctant king to accept American independence. The president anticipated that privateers would perform the same service during this war, which many believed was America’s second War of Independence.

Madison much preferred negotiating to fighting. He had been extremely reluctant to go to war, but he felt that he had no choice. London had pushed him beyond the breaking point. The issues in dispute had been souring relations for years, and despite Madison’s determined attempts to resolve them peacefully, the reactionary Tory government of Spencer Perceval refused to seriously negotiate. Perceval was confident that he could keep impressing whomever he pleased, interfering with American trade, and supporting the Indians without suffering any consequences. America’s pitifully small army and navy, and deep political divisions between the Federalist Party (which remained pro-British) and Madison’s own Republican Party, elicited Perceval’s contempt.

Right up until Congress declared war, London believed that Madison would never actually issue a call to arms, no matter how often he threatened to. The president became so frustrated with Britain’s unwillingness to take America’s complaints seriously that he decided the only way to bring Perceval to the negotiating table was to actually declare war. Thus, on June 1, 1812, an exasperated president urged Congress to vote for war, and after a bitter eighteen-day-long debate it did.

Commander in chief was a role Madison was ill-prepared for. He had done everything he could to avoid a war, and now he had to lead the republic in the most perilous undertaking in its short history. He was not counting on the navy in any way. His lack of interest in the fleet was due in part to his expectation that the war would be over quickly. He even entertained the idea that actual combat might not be necessary. He hoped that the threat from Napoleon, the potential loss of Canada, and massive privateer attacks, would force Britain to come to terms before the war had progressed very far. It would not matter, in his view, whether America had a strong navy or not.

IRONICALLY, THE NAVY’S WEAKNESS WAS A DIRECT RESULT OF Madison’s own policies and those of his mentor, Thomas Jefferson. They had always opposed building a respectable fleet. When President George Washington proposed creating a new federal navy in 1794, Jefferson (even though he was Washington’s secretary of state) and Madison (the leader of the House of Representatives) opposed him. America had not had a navy since the end of the Revolutionary War, and by 1794 President Washington thought it was time the country built one. America was strong enough financially, in his view, and international conditions made it imperative. The Barbary pirate state of Algeria was seizing American merchantmen with impunity; Britain was impressing American seamen and interfering with her trade, while revolutionary France was aggressively trying to involve the United States in her war against monarchical Europe. Washington planned to use the new navy to force all three nations to respect American rights on the high seas, and her neutrality in the French Revolutionary Wars then consuming Europe.

Jefferson, Madison, and their supporters fought Washington every step of the way. They could not prevent him from starting a navy, but they did succeeded in keeping the number of ships to a bare minimum. President John Adams also ran into stiff opposition from the same quarter in 1798 when he tried to expand and strengthen the navy to fight the Quasi-War with France. Adams was temporarily successful, but once the war was over in 1800, he drastically reduced the fleet, hoping that Jefferson, his successor, would not confiscate it altogether.

When Jefferson took office in 1801, he could not do away with the navy, as he might have liked. Tripoli had declared war on the United States, and he had to use the warships the country still had to fight the pirate state. Nonetheless, he, and then Madison (his hand-picked successor), had, with the support of most Republican congressmen, deliberately kept the navy small. They were afraid that a larger fleet would never be large enough to stand up to a European navy, particularly the Royal Navy. They felt it would be too expensive, embroil the country in unnecessary wars, be a powerful instrument in the hands of an ambitious executive, and, in short, be a threat to the Constitution. Thus, when the War of 1812 began, the United States had practically no navy. The largest of her twenty warships were old frigates, every one of them built in the 1790s prior to Jefferson taking office. No frigates, or much of anything else—except tiny gunboats of limited use and a few small warships—had been built in American yards since 1801.

President Madison soon found out that he was wrong about the need for a potent navy, however. As with most conflicts, once the War of 1812 began, nothing went as the president had planned, except for the privateers. They put to sea in significant numbers only days after Congress declared war. But Napoleon’s push into Russia did not have the immediate success Madison expected. Tsar Alexander’s badly outnumbered army successfully avoided the early showdown that Bonaparte wanted. Instead, the Tsar conducted a masterful retreat, coupled with a scorched-earth policy that drew the French deeper into Russia during a blisteringly hot summer that deprived Napoleon of desperately needed supplies, and consumed his troops in significant numbers. And the Canadian invasion, which was also supposed to be easy and quick, turned into a disaster. On August 15 an American army under General William Hull suffered a major defeat at Detroit.

The president had planned a simultaneous, three-pronged invasion of Canada. The first thrust was to come from Detroit, across the Detroit River to Amherstburg in Lower Canada. The second was to be a dash across the Niagara River. The third was an attack on Montreal. Nothing was working out, however. Not only did General Hull fail, but the other invasions never took place when they were supposed to, and each eventually ended in total failure.

When Madison heard of General Hull’s ignominious surrender at Detroit, he was aghast. His war strategy was falling apart, and 1812 was an election year. The president now faced electoral defeat, as well as a war that was spinning out of control.

His fortunes were miraculously reversed, however, when he received help from an unexpected quarter—the United States Navy. On August 19, while Porter and the Essex were making their way toward the Delaware Capes, Captain Isaac Hull (General Hull’s nephew) won a convincing victory over a British frigate—a feat that was never supposed to happen and that amazed the world. Sailing in the 44-gun heavy frigate USS Constitution in latitude 41° 42’ N and longitude 55° 48’ W, Hull fought and crushed the 38-gun frigate HMS Guerriere, one of the Royal Navy’s premier warships, commanded by a capable skipper, Captain James Dacres, in half an hour.

The totally unexpected victory had a profound impact on both countries. Britain was shocked. The Royal Navy’s aura of invincibility was of supreme importance. The Constitution’s easy triumph threatened to destroy it. Britain’s contempt for the American navy made the wound cut even deeper.

Isaac Hull’s triumph was so popular throughout the United States—even in areas like New England, where the Federalists were strong and the war unpopular—that it resuscitated Madison’s electoral hopes, and caused him to completely change his mind about the navy. His belief that the British would make quick work of America’s warships had been proven wrong, and he began searching for ways to employ them more effectively. He also recognized for the first time the urgent need to expand the fleet.

The president had help from the navy’s senior officers. Before war was declared on June 18, Commodores John Rodgers and Stephen Decatur Jr., the senior captains in command, had given the president their views on how to use the navy. They had provided him with markedly different proposals, but Madison—not considering the navy important at the time—had set them aside. Now he was ready to develop a real strategy for the fleet, and he looked again at the thinking of the two commanders.

Rodgers had written on June 3 that the country’s few men-of-war should be grouped together and sent to sea. He expected that the available British warships at Halifax would immediately go after them, drawing the Royal Navy away from the east coast, preventing it from blockading major ports, and allowing the large American merchant fleet then at sea to return home. Rodgers suggested that after the merchant ships were safely in port, the navy could be sent to harass Britain’s commerce along the approaches to the English Channel and the coasts of Ireland, Scotland, and Wales. He pointed out that Britain had most of her naval force overseas fighting Napoleon and servicing a far-flung empire. She was, paradoxically, most vulnerable in her home waters.

Stephen Decatur, the navy’s most celebrated captain, had a different view. He wrote on June 8 that American warships ought to patrol alone or in pairs, attacking the enemy—both warships and merchantmen—over as wide an area as possible, making it impossible for the enemy to destroy the entire American fleet in a single encounter.

After the victory of “Old Ironsides” on August 19, Madison revisited the recommendations of Rodgers and Decatur. Only days later (before Porter and the Essex reached the Delaware Capes) the president decided that commerce raiding would be the navy’s core mission. At the same time he adopted Decatur’s recommendation and divided the blue-water fleet into three small squadrons of three warships each, led by Commodores Rodgers, Decatur, and William Bainbridge, a close friend of David Porter. The three commodores received orders to deploy their squadrons wherever they thought best. Porter and the Essex were assigned to Bainbridge, who planned to attack British commerce around their major base at St. Helena Island in the South Atlantic. It was a course recommended by his friend William Jones of Philadelphia, who would soon become secretary of the navy. Bainbridge’s three-ship squadron would be composed of the Constitution, the Essex, and the sloop of war Hornet, under Master Commandant James Lawrence. When the president settled on his new strategy at the end of August, the Constitution and the Hornet were in Boston and would leave from there. The Essex, which was on her way to Chester, would have to rendezvous with them later.

Once Porter reached the Delaware River he was informed of his new assignment, and he set to work getting ready. Bainbridge notified him of potential meeting places—Porto Praia in the Cape Verde Islands (350 miles off the western extremity of Africa); the island of Fernando de Noronha (220 miles off the northeast coast of Brazil); Cape Frio near Rio de Janeiro; the island of St. Sebastian (200 miles south of Rio); St. Catherine’s Island (500 miles south of Rio); and St. Helena, 600 miles northwest of the Cape of Good Hope.

If none of these points of rendezvous worked out, and Porter was left on his own, he was directed to “act according to your best judgment for the good of the service on which we are engaged.” It was a mandate that gave Porter, if he failed to meet Bainbridge, wide latitude, a possibility that must have excited his fertile imagination.


CHAPTER

2

THE MAKING OF A SEA WARRIOR
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NO ONE WAS BETTER TRAINED OR MORE MOTIVATED TO fight the War of 1812 than Captain David Porter. His whole life had been a preparation for this great trial.

His father, David Porter Sr., was a redoubtable fighting sailor who had served in the American navy during the Revolutionary War. One of the elder Porter’s more remarkable adventures occurred when he was a midshipman aboard the 32-gun Continental frigate Raleigh, whose skipper was the renowned John Barry. On September 26, 1778, off the coast of Maine, a powerful British squadron forced Barry to run the Raleigh ashore. He escaped with some of his men, but others were captured, including Porter, who was shipped off to New York Harbor in chains and thrown into the hellish prison ship Jersey. By a strange coincidence, Porter’s brother Samuel was already there. He had been badly wounded in a sea fight, captured, and confined to the Jersey, where he received no care and was certain to die. His brother was there to comfort him in his last moments.

Porter spent all his prison time planning an escape. He was a gifted raconteur, and managed to ingratiate himself with the British tars who were his jailers. They must have hated the god-awful Jersey as much as he did. Eventually, he persuaded them to smuggle him off the ship in an empty water cask; after which, he went right back to fighting—mostly in privateers. The elder Porter’s sea stories caught the imagination of his son, who wanted nothing more than to follow in his father’s footsteps. The third generation, David Jr.’s son, David Dixon Porter, would follow in those footsteps, too, into the naval service, becoming an admiral and a great hero during the Civil War. In 1875, he would write of his father: “The boy, at an early age, manifested the restless energy which ever afterwards characterized him, in that respect resembling his father, whose daring spirit would stop at nothing when there was any enterprise afoot.” Young Porter began his naval career in 1796 at the age of sixteen, sailing—over his mother’s strong objections—as a deck hand on the Eliza, a merchantman his father commanded. The Porters shipped out of Baltimore and sailed to Hispaniola. At the port of Jérémie, they found plenty of trouble when an arrogant British captain from the privateer Harriet attempted to impress hands from their ship. British warships and privateers took American seamen off their vessels whenever they pleased, whether they were at war with the United States or not. The British usually had no trouble, and the Harriet’s captain was not expecting any this time. He was in for a surprise, however. When his unsuspecting pressgang climbed aboard the Eliza, Captain Porter and his men, including his son, attacked them, putting up a spirited fight with inferior weapons. During the bloody mêlée, young David saw a comrade right next to him shot dead. The Porters and their men fought with a ferocity that shocked the attackers. Resistance was so strong, the British raiders retreated.

This was young Porter’s first encounter with impressment, and it left a lasting impression. He had another set-to with the British on his next voyage when he was seventeen and first officer aboard a merchant brig bound from Baltimore to Santo Domingo. A no-nonsense press-gang from a frigate boarded his vessel and hauled him off with a number of other men. Porter was determined to avoid joining the Royal Navy, however, and when he saw a chance to escape, he jumped overboard, swimming to a nearby Danish brig bound for Europe. He joined her crew and worked his passage across the Atlantic to Copenhagen. After landing, he quickly found a vessel returning to America, signed on, and made his way home, after a tempestuous, mid-winter passage. On a third voyage to the West Indies, another British pressgang captured him, dragged him aboard another warship, and roughed him up. He escaped one more time, however, and again worked his way back to the United States.

Given his family background and experience, it was not surprising that Porter joined the fledgling American navy forming under President Adams and Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Stoddert in 1798 to fight the Quasi-War with France. Porter obtained appointment as a midshipman, and on April 16 boarded the frigate Constellation as her sixth midshipman. The captain was Thomas Truxtun, a storied veteran of the privateer fleet during the Revolutionary War and a favorite of George Washington. Truxtun was a demanding skipper, and Porter sometimes rebelled, although not openly, against his strict discipline.

In fact, Porter could not have found a better teacher, as he later acknowledged from time to time. Truxtun believed that the infant American navy had to pay special attention to the training of its young officers and future leaders. He watched over his brood with a sharp eye, tending to their seamanship and character development. More importantly, he showed them by example how to manage a ship of war with maximum effect. Porter was in his natural element, and soon became a favorite of both Truxtun and First Lieutenant John Rodgers.

Porter did not get along with one particular officer, however. After suffering continual harassment from Lieutenant Simon Gross, Porter, in his characteristically impetuous way, punched him in the face during an argument and knocked him to the deck. The surprised lieutenant rose, called for the sergeant of the guard, and grabbed a cutlass. He was about to slice up Porter when Captain Truxtun appeared. The lieutenant froze, as Truxtun took charge. After hearing what had happened, Truxtun had Porter arrested and sent below. Normally, a captain would have then ordered a court martial, and Porter would have been dismissed from the service for striking a superior officer. But Truxtun, who knew the men on his ship well, was not going to let a bully like Gross destroy a young man’s promising career. Instead of punishing Porter, Truxtun put him back on duty, and saw to it that Gross—a sadistic drunk—was run out of the service.

On February 9, 1799, the Constellation became embroiled in the most famous fight of the Quasi-War. She was cruising off the Island of Nevis, two hundred miles south of Puerto Rico, when she fell in with the 40-gun French frigate L’Insurgente, one of France’s finest warships. Midshipman Porter was in command of the foretop. In the ensuing battle an eighteen-pound ball smashed the foretopmast just above the cap. It threatened to break free and fall to the deck or go over the side with its yards and sails, damaging the ship and impeding Truxtun’s ability to maneuver. With the smoke and din on the weather deck making it impossible to communicate the danger to the captain, Porter went aloft at great risk to himself, cut the slings holding the yards to the mast, and lowered the yards to the deck. In saving the mast, Porter allowed Truxtun to carry on and win a stunning victory.

After L’Insurgente surrendered, Truxtun ordered Lieutenant Rodgers, Midshipman Porter, and eleven men to take possession of the prize and transfer its 332 prisoners to the Constellation. When that dicey business was completed, and enough repairs were made on the damaged ships to get them to port, they crawled in company to St. Kitts, arriving three days later at Basseterre roadstead. There the British authorities gave them a warm reception (Britain was at war with France during that time, but not with the United States).

As the Quasi-War progressed, Porter continued to perform exceptionally well. On October 8, 1799, when he was only nineteen, the navy promoted him to lieutenant, and assigned him to the 20-gun schooner Experiment as her second officer. Unfortunately, the skipper, Lieutenant William Maley, was an incompetent coward—totally unlike Truxtun or Rodgers. His character soon became evident. On January 1, 1800, the Experiment was convoying four merchantmen, when she was becalmed in the Gulf of Gonaïves. Local pirates known as picaroons suddenly appeared in ten oar-propelled barges, sweeping out from dens on shore to attack the convoy.

The Experiment was disguised as a merchantman, and thinking she was one, the heavily armed pirates went after her. Maley saw that he was badly outnumbered and decided to surrender, but his officers, led by Porter, refused. First Lieutenant Joshua Blake supported Porter, and seeing this, Maley turned the ship over to Porter, who fought a bloody battle with the pirates for seven hours and eventually beat them off. Many of the picaroons were killed, but only two of the Experiment’s crew were wounded. Porter was one of them, receiving a musket ball in the shoulder. Unfortunately, while the fight raged on the Experiment, pirates captured two of the other merchantmen. For his disgraceful conduct, Maley was dismissed from the navy.

Porter’s next ship was the Constitution. Her skipper was Silas Talbot, of Revolutionary War fame and one of the finest fighting captains ever to serve the United States. Aware of Porter’s ability, Talbot gave him command of the armed tender Amphitheatre, a vessel the Experiment had captured. A short time later, Porter was back on the Experiment as first lieutenant under Lieutenant Charles Stewart, an officer with a brilliant future ahead of him. He and Porter formed a close friendship.

On September 1, 1800, the Experiment captured the eight-gun French privateer Deux Amis. Stewart ordered Porter and four seamen to take command of the prize. When Porter climbed aboard the Deux Amis he found forty Frenchmen. They would be problem enough, but soon Stewart and the Experiment disappeared—chasing another prize. Porter was left alone in a dangerous situation. The closest port was St. Kitts, at least three days away. Undaunted, he herded the prisoners below, kept cannon loaded with canister shot pointed at the hatches, and sailed to St. Kitts, where he arrived four days later.

The Quasi-War with France ended on March 3, 1801, the last day of John Adams’s presidency. The country began demobilizing. President Adams, who had been defeated for reelection by Thomas Jefferson, drastically reduced the navy in the hopes that Jefferson would not do away with it entirely. The Peace Establishment Act, which Adams signed on his last day in office, was very much in tune with Jefferson’s thinking. Under it, the navy’s officer corps was cut: to nine captains, thirty-six lieutenants, and 150 midshipmen. Porter survived.

The new president wanted the navy to be as small as possible, but a new war restrained him. Just as Jefferson came into office, Tripoli declared war on the United States. He was forced to use what was left of the fleet to fight the pirate state. Nonetheless, Jefferson made sure the navy remained small.

The war with Tripoli, which lasted for four long years, proved to be a seminal event in the life of David Porter. In the early stages he performed remarkably well, as he had in the past, serving in a variety of ships under different commanders. In 1801, now twenty-one, he was first lieutenant aboard the 12-gun armed schooner Enterprise (the Experiment’s sister ship). Lieutenant Andrew Sterrett was the Enterprise’s skipper.

Sterrett and Porter had served together under Truxtun on the Constellation. Sterrett was well known in the navy for an extraordinary incident that had happened on that ship. During the Constellation’s battle with L’Insurgente, amid heavy fighting, seaman Neale Harvey became terrified and abandoned his cannon. The twenty-one-year-old Sterrett flew into a rage and ran his sword through him. Harvey was one of only two men killed aboard the Constellation during the fight.

Captain Truxtun did not reprimand Sterrett, nor did the navy. The young lieutenant’s execution of a man under his command during combat was let stand. Sterrett suffered no punishment, not even to his career, which proceeded apace. His action never became a precedent, but it was never condemned either.

When Sterrett arrived in the Mediterranean with Porter, he was looking for a fight, and on August 1, 1801, he found one. The Enterprise was off Malta when she fell in with the 14-gun Tripoli, a polacre-rigged warship under Rais Mahomet Rous, commander of the Tripolitan navy. As soon as Sterrett recognized the flag, he closed to within pistol shot and blasted away, commencing a savage battle that lasted for three hours. The Tripolitans tried three times to board the Enterprise, but each time Sterrett, Porter, and their men beat them off. The Tripoli’s deck became an ugly sight; mangled bodies were strewn everywhere. With no hope remaining, Rous finally gave up and struck his colors. Porter led a boarding party to take the surrender, and he was appalled at the slaughter on the Tripoli’s decks. The Enterprise had no dead and no wounded. It was a complete rout.

The following year, Porter was assigned to the 36-gun Chesapeake, and then transferred in April 1803 to the 36-gun frigate New York as her second lieutenant. The New York was Commodore Richard Morris’s flagship. Morris was commander of the Mediterranean fleet at the time, tasked by President Jefferson with protecting American commerce and defeating Tripoli. Porter was not pleased with the transfer; he had little respect for Morris, who appeared to have no appetite for fighting. Porter’s unhappiness was relieved somewhat by his association with the New York’s first lieutenant, Isaac Chauncey, with whom he formed a close relationship. The two lieutenants had the same low opinion of Morris. During the first week of June 1803 Porter did get into some action, leading a night raid against Tripolitan vessels. His party was beaten off, however, and he was wounded. Midshipman John Downes participated in the raid, impressing Porter with his daring and courage.

By the summer of 1803, Morris’s poor performance, combined with his unwillingness to communicate with Washington, had so frustrated Jefferson that he replaced him with Commodore Edward Preble. The president expected his new commander to end the war before his reelection campaign in 1804. Preble had fallen ill in Batavia (later Jakarta, Indonesia), and he had not fully recovered. In spite of his fragile health, he was far more aggressive than his lackluster predecessor. Even so, the economy-minded Jefferson—in spite of his looming reelection contest—still did not give Preble enough firepower to accomplish his mission. This did not stop Preble, of course; he did his best with what he had. His fleet consisted of the 44-gun Constitution (his flagship), the 36-gun Philadelphia (Captain William Bainbridge), the 16-gun Argus (Lieutenant Isaac Hull), the 12-gun Enterprise (Lieutenant Stephen Decatur Jr.), the 12-gun Nautilus (Lieutenant Richard Somers), the 12-gun Vixen (Lieutenant John Smith), and the 16-gun Syren, under Lieutenant Charles Stewart.

Preble may have had less firepower than he would have liked, but his captains were a superb group of young stars, which he soon realized. They had their doubts about him, however. He had a reputation for having a quick temper and a willingness to discipline subordinates with a heavy hand. In spite of this, he soon won their respect when he proved to be also brave, smart, decisive, willing to listen to men who had proven themselves, and above all, committed to winning. As time went by, a bond formed between the commodore and his young lions that allowed Preble to get the most out of the meager force assigned to him.

The Constitution arrived at Gibraltar on September 12, 1803. Preble was anxious to resupply and move on to Tripoli. He was delayed, however, when he discovered that the King of Morocco was secretly cooperating with the bashaw, of Tripoli, Yusuf Karamanli, seizing American vessels whenever he could. There were four Barbary States—Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, and Tripoli—and Preble wanted to avoid fighting more than one of them at a time. So he adjusted his plans, sailing first to Tangiers, where he thought it would be relatively easy to convince the Moroccan king that peace with the United States, under the old treaty of 1786, was preferable to being attacked.

Preble realized he did not need the entire American squadron to bring the Moroccan king to heel. So he sent Captain Bainbridge ahead to Tripoli with the Philadelphia and the Vixen to begin a blockade. Preble expected to deal quickly with Morocco and then join Bainbridge for an attack on Tripoli. To strengthen Bainbridge’s crew, Preble appointed David Porter, now twenty-three, as first officer on the Philadelphia. Preble had a high regard for Porter’s fighting record. Needless to say, Porter was delighted with the prospect of finally taking decisive action against Tripoli.

The Philadelphia was a powerful frigate. She was one of the subscription warships built by the city of Philadelphia and given to the government in the wave of patriotic fervor that swept the country in the spring and summer of 1798 at the start of the Quasi-War with France. Together with the shallow draught Vixen, she could wreak havoc on Tripoli’s commerce. The Vixen could patrol in areas that the larger Philadelphia could not, while the frigate could command the deeper waters outside the port.

Bainbridge and Porter worked well together. They trusted each other. Bainbridge recognized Porter’s leadership ability, and gave him broad authority to run the ship. That was fine with the lower deck. Bainbridge, was a hard skipper, who never had good relations with a crew and never sought them. Sensitive and moody, he had a low opinion of seamen. He respected officers as gentlemen and had reasonably good relations with them, but ordinary sailors were another matter. His attitude would have been a significant handicap in getting the Philadelphia to perform at her best had it not been for Porter, who acted as an intermediary between a difficult captain and a wary crew.

Porter ran a tight ship, but he respected the men, and they were happy to serve under him. He had been brought up in the strict, but humane school of Thomas Truxtun and his first lieutenant, John Rodgers. Like them, Porter had high standards and was a disciplinarian, demanding attention to duty from everyone, and strict obedience. At the same time, he was fair. He did not play favorites, and he never hesitated to bend the rules when the situation required. Like Truxtun, he seldom resorted to physical punishment, as Bainbridge and Preble often did. Porter believed in leading by the force of his personality, rather than by terror, and he encouraged other officers to do the same. The result was a diverse crew that functioned as a cohesive unit ready for combat. As the Philadelphia plowed toward Tripoli, Porter was confident that she would make an important contribution to ending the war.
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DISASTER IN TRIPOLI
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DAVID PORTER WAS ANXIOUS TO DISTINGUISH HIMSELF IN Tripoli, and Bainbridge was as well. But Bainbridge’s desire was far stronger than his first lieutenant’s. Unlike Porter, whose career had been marked by continuous success, Bainbridge’s, at least in his own estimation, had been a failure. His first disappointment had come on November 20, 1798, at the start of the Quasi-War. Then a lieutenant, Bainbridge, captain of the armed schooner Retaliation, was sailing off Guadeloupe with the sloop of war Montezuma (Commodore Alexander Murray) and the 18-gun brig Norfolk (Captain Thomas Williams). Suddenly, several sail were spotted. Two in the west appeared to be French. The Montezuma and Norfolk went after them, while Bainbridge in the Retaliation approached two in the east, who appeared to be friendly British cruisers. As Bainbridge got closer, however, he discovered that he’d made a dreadful mistake. The strangers were not British, but powerful French warships—the 40-gun frigate L’Insurgente and the 44-gun Volontier. L’Insurgente immediately sent up the French flag and opened fire, while the Volontier pulled alongside the Retaliation and ordered Bainbridge to haul down his colors. He had no choice but to comply. The French took the Retaliation, with Bainbridge and his crew aboard, to Basse-Terre, the capital of Guadeloupe, and put them in prison for a time before exchanging them.

Bainbridge was understandably chagrined at being forced to surrender the Retaliation without a fight, but he was soon absolved of any blame and promoted to master commandant. Nonetheless, his failure to elude the French frigates or to fight them, rankled, and he yearned for a chance to wipe away the embarrassment by winning an important victory. He was given the opportunity when he was sent back into the fight against France as skipper of the Norfolk. He had some success with her—enough to get him promoted to captain on May 2, 1800—but it wasn’t nearly enough for him; he wanted far more.

That was not to be, however. Immediately after receiving his promotion to captain, he was assigned the miserable duty of carrying tribute to the Dey of Algiers in accordance with a treaty signed with the pirate state in 1796. Bainbridge sailed to Algeria in the 24-gun George Washington— the first American warship to sail past Gibraltar and into the Mediterranean. Instead of simply delivering the tribute, Bainbridge sailed into the harbor at Algiers and put the George Washington within reach of the port’s guns. It was a tactical error that gave the dey an opportunity to force Bainbridge into carrying gifts to the dey’s master, the Sultan of the Ottoman Empire in Constantinople. The sultan was unhappy with the dey for making an untimely peace with France, and the dey was anxious to appease him. He compelled Bainbridge to fly the Algerian flag at the George Washington’s main while he sailed to Constantinople. It was a humiliation for Bainbridge and for his country, one that disturbed him far more than having to surrender the Retaliation. Fortunately for Bainbridge, Jefferson did not share his chagrin, and, believing that, given the circumstances, Bainbridge had acted wisely, the president did not even consider reprimanding him. In fact, he praised Bainbridge for his good judgment.

Soon after, Bainbridge became involved in the war with Tripoli as skipper of the Essex. He had a great desire to achieve the sort of distinction that would make up for what he considered his failure in Algeria. Sailing in company with the Philadelphia (Captain Samuel Barron) he looked into the harbor at Tripoli on September 28. In surveying the city, Bainbridge thought “it had a mean appearance, [looking] little better than a village. Their fortifications appear to cover a good deal of ground; it shows but few guns and apparently is slightly built.” Little happened on this occasion for him to distinguish himself, and that remained the case until Preble gave him command of the Philadelphia and ordered him to blockade Tripoli. Bainbridge hoped the new assignment would be the means of ridding himself of the humiliation he continued to feel.

THE PHILADELPHIA AND THE VIXEN ARRIVED OFF TRIPOLI on October 7, 1803. The city’s fortifications appeared much improved since Bainbridge first viewed them in 1801, but he saw nothing that would deter him. He wanted action right away, and so, of course, did Porter. The Tripolitans refused to accommodate them, however, keeping well clear of the powerful American warships. Bainbridge and his first mate became increasingly frustrated. “Made the coast of Tripoli on the 7th,” he grumbled to Preble, “and have remained on this solitary station without the good fortune of seeing our enemies except under the refuge of well fortified works.”

Aggravated by the inactivity and wanting to make some move before Preble arrived with the rest of the squadron, Bainbridge on October 19 sent the Vixen to patrol off Cape Bon Peninsula at the northeastern tip of Tunisia. There had been vague rumors of a Tripolitan warship in that area and American commerce being threatened. “My motives of ordering her off Cape Bon,” he explained to Preble, were “to grant more efficient protection to our commerce, than I would by keeping her with me.” It was a decision Bainbridge and Porter would deeply regret.

As the days went by, Bainbridge’s annoyance at the inaction mounted. He kept searching for any opportunity—however small—to attack the enemy. On October 31 he saw his chance. “At 9 A.M., about five leagues eastward of Tripoli, [I] saw a ship in shore of us,” he reported, “standing before the wind to the westward.” She was obviously a Tripolitan vessel, sailing in waters honeycombed with shoals, sandbars, hidden rocks, and ledges. In spite of the dangers, Bainbridge gave chase with three leads continuously chanting soundings. His prey hoisted Tripolitan colors and continued on her course close to shore. “About 11 o’clock [I] had approached the shore to 7 fathoms of water, [and] commenced firing at her, which we continued by running before the wind until half past 11, being then in 7 fathoms water and finding our fire ineffectual to prevent her from getting into Tripoli, gave up the pursuit and was beating off the land when we ran on the rocks in 12 feet of water,” he reported. An instant before grounding, Bainbridge, suddenly aware of the danger, ordered the helm put hard-a-port and the yards sharp braced. But it was too late. The frigate, making eight knots, ground to a halt in deep sand and rock on Kaliusa Reef—well-known to locals but not to Bainbridge, Porter, or any other officer. When the ship struck, Porter was half way up the mizzen rigging. The sudden jolt made him reverse course and return immediately to the quarterdeck, where he remained close to Bainbridge.

They both recognized that the Philadelphia was in serious danger. And she was alone; the Vixen was not around to help. She would have been of great service. “Had I not sent the schooner from us,” Bainbridge wrote to Preble, “the accident might have been prevented: if not, we should have been able to have extricated ourselves.”

Reacting quickly, Bainbridge, at Porter’s urging, threw on all sails, hoping to move the ship forward into deeper water ahead, but all they succeeded in doing was planting her more firmly on the reef. The Tripolitans, in the meantime, had been studying the frigate’s predicament, and they dispatched nine gunboats to assess the possibility of attacking her. They approached cautiously, of course. The Philadelphia could still sink them all fast.

As the enemy gunboats slowly closed in, Bainbridge asked Porter’s opinion on what to do. He suggested that all the officers be consulted, and Bainbridge agreed. They advised lowering a boat to explore the depth of water in the immediate vicinity, which was done. Finding that the deepest water was astern, the officers urged Bainbridge to back the ship off, which he attempted to do by running the guns abaft, laying all the sails aback, loosening the topgallant sails, and setting a heavy press of canvas, hoping the wind would push the ship off the reef. But she did not budge. As a last desperate measure, a second council of officers advised cutting away the foremast, which Bainbridge did as well. As expected, the main topgallant mast toppled with it. But again, the Philadelphia would not move. Towing her off with the ship’s boats, or using ketch anchors to accomplish the same thing was impractical; she was too deeply embedded, and the captain feared that the Tripolitan gunboats—getting closer all the time—would shoot the boat crews working the ketch anchors.

With Porter continuing to advise him, Bainbridge next cast three anchors off from the bows, started the water in the hold, and hove the big guns overboard, reserving only enough to resist the gunboats, which by now were firing on the ship. Nothing worked. Part of the stern was then cut away to allow the remaining guns to bear on the Tripolitan attackers, but that did not work either.

Four hours went by in this desperate struggle to free the ship, which had now heeled over to port. Porter described Bainbridge as acting during the entire time with “great coolness and deliberation.” Their situation was now desperate. Enemy gunboats were becoming bolder. They took up positions on the Philadelphia’s starboard side, where they pummeled the helpless frigate with eighteen and twenty-four pounders, without the Philadelphia being able to reply. Her remaining guns on that side could only fire into the water.

It was now four P.M., and Bainbridge saw no hope of either getting the ship off the reef or fighting off the gunboats. At this moment of supreme peril, he called another meeting of officers—hardly unusual, even for the bravest, most self-assured skippers. Truxtun made it a practice to call them in extreme emergencies to decide or approve a course of action. John Paul Jones had done the same. So, for that matter, had George Washington. In fact, Bainbridge had been consulting right along, but now the fateful decision to surrender or fight to the death had to be made before the gunboats blew up the ship and killed all aboard, something the Tripolitans probably did not want to do, but might do inadvertently.

After laying out the options, Bainbridge, with a heavy heart, proposed to surrender the frigate rather than fight to the death, and Porter supported him. So did the others. Later, Porter would explain that Bainbridge had “coolly and prudently called a council of his officers who were unanimously of opinion that to save the lives of the brave crew there was no alternative but to haul the colors down and with tears in his eyes did that truly brave man submit to painful necessity.”

“In such a dilemma, too painful to relate, the flag of the United States was struck,” Bainbridge reported to Preble. Both Porter and Bainbridge were convinced that the only realistic alternative to putting themselves and their crew into the hands of the enemy was to blow up the ship. But neither Bainbridge nor Porter ever considered doing this. “Some fanatics,” Bainbridge told Preble, “may say that blowing the ship up would have been the proper result. I thought such conduct would not stand acquitted before God or man, and I never presumed to think I had the liberty of putting to death the lives of 306 souls because they were placed under my command.”

OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
THE
SHINING SF






OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0015-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg
THE GALAPAGOS
ISLANDS

= Eed -






OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg
MARQUESAS ISLANDS






OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE
SHINING SEA

David Porter and the
Epic Voyage of the U.S.S. Essex
During the War of 1812





OEBPS/images/9780465069941.jpg
THE
SHINING SEA

DAVID PORTER and the EPIC VOYAGE of
the U.S.S. ESSEX during the WAR OF 1812

GEORGE €. DAUGHAN





OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





