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Praise for 1812: THE NAVY’S WAR:


“Frequently [the War of 1812] is seen as a sequence of freestanding, intensely
dramatic events rather than as the tightly intertwined series of battles, military
campaigns, diplomacy, and domestic politics that it was. But if a compulsion to
concentrate excessively on the more spectacular bits and pieces of the conflict
has been an endemic problem among academics and writers, this volume is
an antidote. Daughan not only thoroughly illuminates the emotion triggering
events of the conflict; he also adds the background that connects the
highlights.”

—The Weekly Standard




“[Daughan] deftly situates the naval story within the broader contours of the
war, exploring diplomacy, the dustup over impressment, the Napoleonic wars,
and the ill-fated Canadian campaigns. Much of the book’s originality lies in its
conclusion. Historians have long recognized the overmatched Navy’s exploits
against the British colossus—a David-versus-Goliath contest—but they have
tended to denigrate its strategic importance. Daughan argues that the naval captains’
bravery helped bring about a decisive change in European attitudes toward
the United States.”

—American Heritage



“Daughan does a terrific job of explaining [the war’s] origins. . . . With painstaking
attention to detail and the ability to make complex naval confrontations understandable,
even gripping, Daughan pursues the war north to the St. Lawrence
River, east to the British coast where American privateers harassed British shipping,
and south to New Orleans.”

—Providence Journal



“This gripping history details how a 20-ship American Navy upset the goals of
Imperial Britain, which commanded the seas with a fleet of more than a thousand
men-of-war.”

—Times-Picayune (New Orleans)


“Daughan . . . comes into his own in describing the battles that took place on
water. His accounts of the single-ship duels in which the Americans prevailed . . .
are especially exciting.”

—Gordon S. Wood, New York Review of Books



“Every American should read George C. Daughan’s riveting 1812: The Navy’s
War. Daughan masterfully breaks down complicated naval battles to tell how
the U.S. thwarted the British armada on the Great Lakes and the high seas. Highly
recommended!”

—Douglas Brinkley, Professor of History, Rice University


“1812: The Navy’s War is a sparkling effort. It tells more than the naval history
of the war, for there is much in it about the politics and diplomacy of the war
years. The stories of ship-to-ship battles and of the officers and men who sailed
and fought form the wonderful heart of the book. These accounts are told in a
handsome prose that conveys the strategy, high feeling, and courage of both
British and Americans. In every way this is a marvelous book.”

—Robert Middlekauff, author of The Glorious Cause:
The American Revolution, 1763–1789



“At last, a history of the War of 1812 that Americans can read without wincing.
By focusing on our small but incredibly courageous Navy, George Daughan has
told a story of victories against awful odds that makes for a memorable book.”

—Thomas Fleming, author of Liberty!: The American Revolution



“In this vitally important and extraordinarily well-researched work, award-winning
historian George Daughan demonstrates the often overlooked impact of
the twenty ship U.S. Navy’s performance against the 1,000 ship British Navy in
the War of 1812. Daughan makes a compelling case that the Navy’s performance
in the war forced Europe to take the U.S. more seriously, initiated a fundamental
change in the British-American relationship, and enabled us to maintain a robust
Navy even in peacetime.”

—Lawrence Korb, senior fellow at the Center for
American Progress and former Assistant Secretary of Defense


“The War of 1812 was a difficult test for the United States, still wobbly on the
world stage nearly two decades after formal independence. That Americans received
a passing grade was due in no small part to the exceptional performance
of the U.S. Navy, which humiliated the legendary British Navy time and time
again. With verve and deep research, George Daughan has brought those gripping
naval battles back to life. For military historians and general historians alike, 1812:
The Navy’s War restores an important missing chapter to our national narrative.”

—Edward L. Widmer, author of
Ark of the Liberties: America and the World



“The War of 1812 was America’s first great naval war and George Daughan tells
the story, from the coast of Brazil to the Great Lakes, from election campaigns
to grand strategy to ship-to-ship combat. Sweeping, exciting, and detailed.”

—Richard Brookhiser, author of James Madison



“Daughan again has penned a contributory history that is at once enjoyable to
read and informative in its disclosures. . . . With considerable skill, the author
has interwoven the political strife with the naval actions to form a coherent and
well-written story of that important transitional time in American history.”

—Post and Courier (Charleston, SC)


“[A] deep and detailed page-turner of a book. With crystal clear maps and unadorned
prose, [Daughan] gives new life to the personalities, strategies, and desperate struggles of the consequential, yet ultimately unproductive War of 1812. . . .
Daughan narrates the story of the all-important naval war with a palpable sense
of expectancy on nearly every page—with the clock ticking and the battle at
hand.”

—The Advocate (Baton Rouge)


“Daughan has made a great story even better.”

—Proceedings, Notable Naval Books of 2011


“A solidly researched, well-crafted account of U.S. sea power in the War of 1812. . . .
Daughan’s achievement is contextualizing the effect of [the Navy’s] victories. . . .
What kept the peace, Daughan argues provocatively, was America’s post-war commitment
to ‘a strong navy, an adequate professional army, and the financial reforms
necessary to support them’—in other words, an effective deterrent.”

—Publishers Weekly



“[A] fine new account of the somewhat neglected War of 1812. . . . The book
provides a crisp treatment of the naval war on the high seas, the Great Lakes,
and the all-important Lake Champlain, with meticulous attention to the ships,
their captains and crews, and their armaments and sailing qualities. . . . An excellent
military history.”

—Michigan War Studies Review



“A naval expert’s readable take on the U.S. Navy’s surprising performance in the
war that finally reconciled the British to America’s independence. . . . A smart
salute to a defining moment in the history of the U.S. Navy.”

—Kirkus Reviews



“[1812] should become a standard text for the serious history student. . . . But
why, one may ask, is this war . . . a fit subject for present-day discussion? Because,
as the author strongly emphasizes, it not only upheld our rights to freedom of
the seas, but served notice to European and other monarchies that the American
flag was to be respected, even feared. . . . This book will do well to remind us, in
times of danger and uncertainty, of how welcome a bulwark is a powerful navy.”

—Roanoke Times



“A compelling sequel to his award-winning If By Sea. . . . Daughan offers a rousing
retelling of the war, strongly recommended for general readers, high school students,
and lower classmen.”

—Library Journal



“Daughan unravels the story of a nation that, without allies, sundered by partisan
politics and sporting a military establishment that barely qualified as third-rate,
managed to hold its own against the greatest power of the day. . . . [A] finely researched
volume. . . . Complementing the well-written and exciting narratives
of naval action are concise analyses of the Americans’ abortive land campaigns
along the Canadian border . . . , the burning of Washington and the final
redemption of the U.S. military at New Orleans. . . . Readers are unlikely to find
a more engaging or stirring recounting of the conflict and its place in the rebirth
of the U.S. Navy.”

—Military History



“Today’s historians privilege analysis, but the roots of history lie in stories. George
Daughan is proudly old-school, and 1812: The Navy’s War tells a rousing story
of a war that transformed Anglo-American hostility into an amicable ‘special
relationship.’ . . . Daughan makes us see and hear the wooden ships slicing the
water, topgallants set to wrest every bit of speed from the breeze.”

—Colloquy



“This volume belongs among the best of those published to mark the bicentennial
of the war because it so expertly delineates the role naval operations played in
determining the war’s outcome. Highly recommended.”

—Choice



“The fledgling U.S. Navy had advantages that would surprise, infuriate, and ultimately
impress the British, as renowned naval military historian George C.
Daughan wonderfully illustrates in his new work, 1812: The Navy’s War. . . .
Daughan’s love of the sea and naval history is infectious. The book’s glossary
helps readers understand nautical terms, but the detail and clarity of his writing
allow readers to get the gist of the action without having to understand all the
nuances of sailing ships.”

—American Spirit



“This is a splendid history. While documenting the courage, skill, and luck of
the tiny American Navy, Professor Daughan describes the machinations of the
then principle players on a world stage in vastly greater breadth and detail than
is usually thought about or studied in the United States.”

—Naval History Book Reviews



“[An] excellent naval history of America’s most misunderstood war. . . . Daughan
uses his considerable research and writing skills to present a vivid and exciting
history of how a few stout warships, bold captains, and brave crews were the nation’s
primary offense and defense facing the world’s largest navy, and a powerful
and arrogant Great Britain that wanted to destroy its only maritime rival and
reestablish British dominance in North America.”

—Kennebec Journal



“Thrilling. . . . A tiny team of battle-tested American commanders, seamen, and
privateers took on the greatest naval power of the day, and won time and again
epic sea battles that still stir the imagination. This is a book not to be missed!”

—Sea Classics









For Mary, Mark, Alex, Tyler, and Kay with love






“If our first struggle was that of our infancy, this last was that of our youth; and the issue of both, wisely improved, may long postpone if not forever prevent a necessity for exerting the strength of our manhood.”

—JAMES MADISON
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THE SAILS OF A SQUARE-RIGGED SHIP1. 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



[image: 017]





INTRODUCTION

“SAIL HO!” CRIED a lookout from the main masthead of the USS President. It was six o’clock in the morning on June 23, 1812, and the 44-gun heavy frigate was sailing in latitude 39°26’ north, and longitude 71°10’ west, one hundred miles southwest of Nantucket Shoals. Commodore John Rodgers stepped quickly on deck and took a well-used bronze telescope from a binnacle drawer. The sails of a large ship came immediately into view. Before long it was plain the stranger was a frigate sailing alone. Rodgers could hardly believe his good luck. She could only be British, probably out of Halifax or Bermuda, and she was standing toward him.

At nearly the same moment, the officer of the watch aboard His Majesty’s 36-gun frigate Belvidera informed Captain Richard Byron that a lookout had caught sight of the upper sails of five ships in the southwest. Byron had orders from Admiral Sawyer, commander of the British North American Station at Halifax, to intercept the French privateer Marengo, expected to sortie from New London, Connecticut. He was not expecting to run into an American squadron, much less a hostile one, for the news had not yet reached him that the United States had declared war on June 18. There had been rumors and speculation in Halifax before he left, certainly, but nothing more. The British government, worried about Napoleon’s growing strength in Europe, was determined to avoid a conflict. The Admiralty had directed commanders in American waters to “take special care” to avoid clashes with the U. S. Navy and to exercise “all possible forbearance towards the citizens of the United States.”

Uncertain whether the five sails were British or American, Byron stood toward them. When he was within six miles, he made the private signal but received no reply. Instead, Commodore Rodgers hoisted flags ordering a general chase. He was leading a powerful squadron comprised of nearly all of the navy’s serviceable warships. This included his own 44-gun President; the 44-gun United States, under Captain Stephen Decatur, the navy’s most famous officer; the 36-gun Congress, under Captain John Smith; the 18-gun sloop of war Hornet, under Master Commandant James Lawrence; and the 16-gun brig Argus, under Master Commandant Arthur Sinclair. The President, being the fastest ship, took the lead  close-hauled on the larboard tack, while Decatur trailed behind in the slower United States.

Seeing how aggressively the Americans (their identity no longer in doubt) were approaching, and how outnumbered he was, Byron tacked from his pursuers and made all sail to the northeast with the wind on his larboard beam. At 8:30 he edged away a point and set topgallant studding sails. The slower ships in the American squadron lagged behind, but the President gradually drew closer to the Belvidera, and at eleven o’clock Rodgers ordered the ship cleared for action.

A marine drummer beat the familiar call to quarters, as the crew raced to battle stations alow and aloft. By now the breeze had hauled around to the westward and was lighter. Rodgers positioned himself at the starboard bow chaser on the forecastle with two midshipmen acting as messengers.

Despite his very best efforts, Byron was unable to get away. The President kept creeping closer. At 11:30—still confused as to what was happening—Byron hoisted British colors in answer to the President and her lagging companions, which were already flying American standards.

At 4:20—more than eight hours after first sighting her—the President at last pulled to within gunshot range of the Belvidera. The wind was from the west-southwest and diminishing. Still unclear as to the intentions of the nearest ship, and seeing the odds stacked mightily against him, Byron did not want to initiate a fight. But his only chance of escaping was to shoot first and smash enough of the President’s spars and rigging to slow her down. He decided to run out his stern guns—two thirty-two-pound carronades and two eighteen-pound long guns—and be ready for anything. Not wanting to shoot accidentally, however, he ordered his lieutenants to have the gunners prick the cartridges but not prime the guns. He would wait and see what the Americans intended to do.

Byron did not have to wait long. Rodgers pulled to within point-blank range—less than half a mile—on the Belvidera’s weather quarter and, seeing Byron’s stern guns out and taking aim, fired two starboard bow chasers, one from the main deck and the other above it on the forecastle, where Rodgers was standing. He aimed and fired the gun on the forecastle himself, directing it at the Belvidera’s rigging. It was the first shot of the war. In no time, three balls from the well-trained American gun crews had hit their mark and did considerable damage. One of them struck the Belvidera’s rudder coat and careened into the gunroom. Another smashed the muzzle of a larboard chase gun.

Byron was from an old navy family known for its bad luck, and fortune seemed once more to have deserted them. With the rest of the American squadron  straining to get closer, and the President’s deadly bow chasers firing in convincing fashion, his chances of escaping appeared dim.

This unprovoked attack could only be explained by the Americans having declared war, Byron decided, and so he ordered his four stern guns to return fire, which they did with considerable effect.

The two ships now blasted away at each other for several minutes. Suddenly, the chase gun on the President’s main deck (underneath where Rodgers was standing) exploded, hurling the commodore high enough into the air that his leg cracked as he landed. The bursting gun, in turn, ignited the passing box that served it with powder, causing an explosion that shattered the main and forecastle decks around it. Midshipman John Taylor was killed and thirteen others wounded, including the gun captain and a nineteen-year-old midshipman named Matthew Calbraith Perry, who had been standing next to Rodgers.

With the other starboard chase gun on the President’s forecastle put out of commission for a time, Byron won a temporary reprieve. Halifax was to leeward, and if Byron lightened his load enough, the Belvidera had a slim chance of escaping. But Rodgers was not about to let this prize slip away, and he refused to go below to have his leg treated. Ignoring the excruciating pain, he continued to direct the battle from the quarterdeck.

The President’s starboard chase guns might be useless, but her main deck guns were ready to fire with single shots, and so Rodgers decided to end the whole business with dispatch. Ordering the helm put to starboard, he fired a full broadside aimed at Byron’s spars and rigging to slow her down. Some of these balls damaged the Belvidera, but not appreciably. And the time consumed by turning to fire a broadside only allowed Byron to increase his lead.

The erratic wind was so light now that all the ships were moving in slow motion. Byron continued to pull away, however, even as he continued firing his stern guns. Rodgers countered “by altering [his] course a half point to port and wetting [his] sails to gain a more effective position” on Byron’s starboard quarter, but all he managed to do was lose more ground. A similar attempt to position the President on Byron’s larboard quarter brought no better result, so Rodgers simply steered directly for the Belvidera and blazed away with his serviceable bow chasers, aiming at her spars and rigging, trying to get close enough to turn and fire a conclusive broadside.

Watching the President yaw and launch broadsides puzzled Byron. Rodgers had the faster ship; he had no reason to lose ground by yawing, when he could have run up to the Belvidera, blazed away with his heavy guns, and forced a  surrender. “I acknowledge I was much surprised at [the President’s] yawing repeatedly and giving starboard and larboard broadsides,” Byron would later write, “when it was fully in his power to have run up alongside the Belvidera.”

At five o’clock—with the Belvidera’s stern guns continuing to tear at the President’s sails and rigging—Rodgers finally pulled to within point-blank range. But once again, instead of running up alongside his prey, he attempted to end the fight by ordering the helm put to starboard. The President turned and let loose yet another broadside from the main deck guns, which did more harm but did not appreciably slow the Belvidera down.

Byron’s fore topsail yard was shot through, causing him some difficulty, but the wind was light and the sea smooth, and he lost little ground. Rodgers continued the chase, while Byron’s stern guns kept up their deadly fire until 6:30, when Rodgers, in view of the damage done to his spars, rigging, and main yard, by now hanging by the lifts and braces alone, gave the order to luff across Belvidera’s stern and fire two more broadsides. Again they were ineffective.

At one point, noticing something odd in the movement of the President’s head sails, Byron thought perhaps she had lost control of her helm, and he suddenly yawed to fire a broadside. When he saw Rodgers’s fast reaction, however, he quickly reversed himself and resumed his flight. To increase speed he threw overboard several boats (a barge, yawl, gig, and jolly boat); a number of anchors (one bower, one stream anchor, and two sheet anchors); and fourteen tons of water. Gradually the Belvidera crept away from her pursuers, who were weighed down with the heavy provisions required for an extended cruise.

By 6:45 Byron was out of range of the President’s bow chasers, and with a heavy heart Rodgers recognized that, in spite of his having superior power and speed, he had lost the chase. “I now perceive with more mortification than words can express,” he wrote in his journal, “that there was little or no chance left of getting within gunshot of the enemy again.” Nonetheless, he vainly continued the chase with all the sail he could muster until 11:30, by which time the Belvidera was miles ahead, and Rodgers gave up, signaling the rest of the squadron to do likewise.

The President had three men killed and nineteen wounded, sixteen of them from the bursting of the chase gun. The Belvidera had two killed and twenty-two wounded.

Decatur was unhappy. Watching the Belvidera’s sails disappear over the horizon was painful. Had the chase been conducted properly, he believed, she surely would have surrendered. “We have lost the Belvidera; [she] . . . ought to have been ours,” he wrote to his fiscal agent, Littleton Tazewell.

 





Figure Intro.1: Escape of the Belvidera, June 23, 1812 (courtesy of U.S. Naval Academy Museum).
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The Belvidera sailed on to Halifax, capturing three surprised American merchantmen along the way, none of whose captains had any idea war had been declared—the Fortune, out of Newburyport, Massachusetts; the Malcolm, from Portland, Maine; and the Pickering, of Gloucester, Massachusetts. When Byron dropped anchor in Halifax Harbor on June 27, however, Admiral Sawyer unexpectedly released the three prizes. He had yet to be officially notified that war had broken out, and so far as he was concerned, his orders were to placate the Americans. The Times of London later declared that Sawyer had acted “in furtherance of that spirit of amity and conciliation so repeatedly displayed” by the British government. This characterization of His Majesty’s policies toward America would have brought a sardonic grin to President Madison’s face, for they had, from his point of view, been just the opposite.

The clash between the President and the Belvidera was the opening battle in what Americans came to view as their second war of independence. Like all wars, once begun it took on a life of its own, lasting far longer than expected, producing one unpleasant surprise after another, stirring the most hateful passions, precipitating heinous crimes, and sacrificing enough young fighters on land and at sea to touch the hardest heart.






CHAPTER ONE

Road to War


FOR PRESIDENT MADISON there was a certain inevitability about the War of 1812. Ever since his initiation into national politics during the latter stages of the Revolutionary War, he had found British policies toward their former colonies to be marked—except for brief periods—by enmity and condescension.

The roots of Britain’s hostility, of course, dated to well before the Revolution, when George III—who dominated the cabinet and Parliament—refused to acknowledge that his subjects in America had the same rights as those in Britain (with the exception of Irish Catholics, who had no rights). The refusal of American patriots to submit to unequal status eventually led to armed conflict at Lexington and Concord, and then, over a year later, to a Declaration of Independence. The obdurate king had fought back—hard—to make the American traitors submit and return to the empire. The lengthy war that followed gradually wore down the colonial rebels. Only the timely intervention of France—seeking revenge for her defeat in the Seven Years War—prevented George III from restoring America to his kingdom. Great-power rivalry thus gave the colonists their first taste of independence.

The Treaty of Paris, which ended the war in September 1783, hardly reconciled the king or his people to colonial liberty. Bitter about their humiliating defeat, the British watched with satisfaction as the thirteen states floundered without a central government under the Articles of Confederation. Many in London  expected the American experiment in republican government to fail. Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger, who took office in December 1783 at age twenty-four, refused to send an ambassador to the United States or withdraw from the forts along the northern frontier with Canada, as required by the Treaty of Paris. And he vigorously enforced the navigation acts, which, among other things, excluded American ships from trading with British colonies in the West Indies. Thomas Jefferson, the American ambassador to France at the time, wrote that Britain was “the only nation on earth who wishes us ill from the bottom of her soul.”

Nor did Britain’s sour attitude diminish when the Constitution was approved in 1788 or when George Washington became president in 1789—the year the French Revolution began. Most Americans welcomed the changes taking place in France, believing that the French revolutionaries represented the future and Britain the past. But skeptics admired British constancy far more than French experimentation, and early in Washington’s first term two incipient political parties began developing unexpectedly, one of them, forming around Alexander Hamilton, the Treasury secretary, was pro-British, while the other, gathering around Thomas Jefferson, the secretary of state, and James Madison, the leader of the House of Representatives, was decidedly pro-French.

Hamilton admired in particular Britain’s mixed constitution, which supported a hierarchical, supposedly paternalistic government featuring a strong but limited monarch, as well as a hereditary aristocracy with enough political power to check both the king and society’s lower elements. More impressive yet was its House of Commons, elected by a small number of wealthy voters and thus representing the opinion of the country’s well-to-do in a reasonable fashion. Such structural elitism Hamilton considered indispensable to Britain’s liberty and well-being. Similarly he felt that a moneyed, well-educated, and morally upright business class in America would provide the necessary leadership for its new republican government, protecting it against the irrational impulses of the untutored masses.

The British economic system, too, appealed to Hamilton. In spite of her defeat in the American war, Great Britain remained an economic colossus, the world’s dominant nation. The sources of her strength were manifold: she led the world in technological innovation, which sustained a growing manufacturing base that made her the leader of the Industrial Revolution; she had a strong central government that encouraged economic development and protected the free flow of ideas; her manufacturers and traders were preeminent in the world’s commerce, well financed by strong merchant banking houses. Britain’s commercial fleet was the largest in the world, supported by a naval infrastructure of  huge proportions, and her navy surpassed all rivals, particularly after Pitt revitalized it during the 1780s.

It seemed self-evident to Hamilton that friendship with Britain should be the cornerstone of America’s foreign policy. Ninety percent of the republic’s trade, after all, was with the British Isles. American merchants were most comfortable dealing in the same language with British counterparts they had been doing business with for years before the Revolution. And London banking houses, like Baring Brothers, were willing, as they had been in the past, to extend essential credit, which could not be said of Dutch and French bankers, whom American traders had burned too often. The business relationship between America and Britain was not about to change, as far as Hamilton was concerned, and it dictated close ties to London.

As Treasury secretary responsible for developing plans to put America’s fiscal house in order, Hamilton was ever mindful that customs revenue derived from British imports was critical to the financial health of the fledgling republic. The country was in dreadful financial condition when he came into office. He believed that the United States could never develop solid fiscal underpinnings without a close relationship with the British. 

Jefferson, unlike Hamilton, maintained a profound distrust of Britain, along with a great love for France. When the French Revolution began halfway through his final year as American ambassador in Paris, he cultivated its leaders and helped write the famous Declaration of the Rights of Man, inspired by his own Declaration of Independence. The prospect of France becoming the world’s second great republic alongside the United States thrilled him. He believed deeply that people in every country would thrive if only they could rid themselves of the artificial burdens of useless kings and aristocrats.

Jefferson had a powerful ally in James Madison, a devoted friend and fellow Virginian eight years his junior. Jefferson’s vast learning, supple mind, and gift for writing appealed to Madison, while his ability to remain a slave-owning despot, even as he passionately advocated for human rights, provided necessary balm for Madison’s sometimes troubled conscience.

When he became leader of the House of Representatives during Washington’s first term, Madison was widely recognized as the father of the Constitution. He had been instrumental in persuading Washington to chair the Constitutional Convention, and he was a leader during its proceedings in the summer of 1787. Afterward, his brilliant advocacy was critical to getting the Constitution ratified by the state conventions. He was coauthor of the Federalist Papers, and he led the fight against Patrick Henry and the anti-Federalists at the Virginia ratifying  convention in the summer of 1788. Following ratification, Madison won a battle against James Monroe—his close friend—to win a seat in Congress, despite strong opposition from Patrick Henry and his cohorts. Once in office, Madison became the leader in the House of Representatives and a confidant of Washington, working closely with the president to establish the new government.

Washington was as impressed with Madison’s intellectual capacity as Jefferson was. Madison had been educated at Princeton, which was unusual for a wealthy Virginian; most promising young men in Madison’s part of the country went to the College of William and Mary, as Jefferson had. Perhaps his intelligence and erudition were all the more noticeable for the qualities he lacked. Madison was physically unimposing. Slightly balding, with large ears, he was barely five feet six inches tall and weighed only one hundred and forty pounds. His slight frame held a stout heart, however, and although he spoke softly in a low voice, his well-considered speeches reflected tenaciously held beliefs and commanded respect.

Before traveling to New York for the opening of the new government in the spring of 1789, Madison—a bachelor—stayed for a week at Mount Vernon, where he and Washington had long conversations about how to turn the stirring words of the Constitution into a workable republican government. They knew what they were up against; the world had never seen a republic succeed over such a wide expanse of territory.

As Washington’s first term progressed, he was dismayed to find Madison and Jefferson on one side of a political divide and Hamilton on the other, with the chasm between them growing. The differences between what became known as the Federalist and Republican parties emerged as early as 1790, when Madison and Jefferson opposed Hamilton’s far-reaching fiscal reforms. What Hamilton saw as necessary to establish the public credit of the new republic and create the financial underpinnings necessary for the Constitution to succeed, Madison and Jefferson saw as programs that strengthened the federal government far beyond the intent of the Constitution and opened the way for the tyrannical abuse of power, thereby undermining, not securing, the Constitution. They accused Hamilton of trying to impose the British system on America. Jefferson called him a “Monocrat.”

Much of Madison and Jefferson’s opposition had to do with the culture in which they were raised; to these two tidewater aristocrats Hamilton’s proposals to establish public credit (by refinancing the country’s foreign, national, and state debts; creating a national bank; and raising internal taxes) favored financiers, speculators, northerner merchants, ship owners, and manufacturers over the  landed gentry and ordinary farmers of the South. Hamilton’s programs, the Virginians felt, would create an aristocracy of wealth divorced from, and indeed at odds with, agriculture. They had no desire to increase the power of urban-based traders, bankers, manufacturers, and speculators over farmers. The strength of independent tillers of the soil, they believed, was the best guarantee of the sort of republic envisioned in the Constitution. Public policy ought to support agriculture, in their view; it was the bedrock of the American economy and the indispensable foundation of republican government. “Those who labor in the earth,” Jefferson wrote, “are the chosen people of God if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.” Needless to say, Jefferson’s idyllic, self-righteous vision was restricted to white farmers and of greatest benefit to large landholders.

 



 



PRESIDENT WASHINGTON WAS deeply concerned that these two competing political creeds, growing shriller and more tendentious, might threaten the unity of the republic. Factions in general were pernicious, he felt, and these two, under the circumstances, all the more so. With one party favoring Britain and the other France, he worried that competing political passions could draw the United States into the great European war then under way between revolutionary France and reactionary Europe.

Convinced that if the United States allowed herself to be drawn into the European maelstrom, the republic would be destroyed, Washington issued his famous proclamation of neutrality on April 22, 1793. Keeping out of the Wars of the French Revolution proved far more difficult than simply making a proclamation, however. By the time Washington issued his call for neutrality, extreme elements had taken over the French Revolution and had already begun to make aggressive efforts to involve the United States in their war against monarchical Europe. At the same time, William Pitt, who was still the British prime minister, confiscated hundreds of American merchantmen and impressed American seamen, showing no respect whatever for the United States—treating her as if she were still a colony.

With most Americans still pro-French and outraged at British aggression on the high seas, Washington found himself being dragged into a war against Britain, a conflict he knew would be suicidal. Hamilton and other prominent Federalists urged him to try a last-minute negotiation with Pitt in order to avoid war, and Washington accepted their advice. In a last-ditch effort to preserve  neutrality, he sent Chief Justice John Jay as a special envoy to London. Washington also urged Congress to begin building a navy. The United States was essentially defenseless; she had had no naval force since the Revolution. Initially Washington asked for only six frigates, though he wanted more, but given the temper of Congress, six were all he felt he could obtain.

The president’s request met with strong opposition from Republicans, led by Madison and Jefferson. These six frigates, Madison maintained, would inevitably lead to a naval force that would be not only useless but prohibitively expensive. A navy consisting of only six frigates, after all, would be quickly dispatched by the huge British fleet. Even if more ships were added, they could not succeed in any contest with the Royal Navy. All that an American navy would do, he argued, was add to the public debt or create a crushing tax burden. He urged using economic coercion against Britain.

In the end Congress voted to build six frigates, but with severe restrictions, and the navy Washington wanted, although begun during his tenure, would not materialize until the Adams administration. Fortunately for Washington, by the time he sent Chief Justice Jay to London, the war against France was going so poorly for Britain that Pitt decided to reach an accommodation with the United States. The prime minister’s change of policy resulted in the Jay Treaty, which was signed in London on November 19, 1794. The British foreign secretary, Lord Grenville, said that he hoped the agreement would promote “lasting friendship between our two countries.”

As part of the Jay Treaty, Pitt agreed to withdraw from the forts along the Canadian border, to extend commercial reciprocity, and to grant trade privileges in India. The rest of the treaty, however, decidedly favored the British, reflecting the fact that the United States was defenseless. Jay agreed to prohibit French warships or privateers from using American ports or selling prizes there, while British ships would be allowed to seize enemy goods from neutral (American) ships. And he accepted Britain’s Rule of 1756, which, in effect, prohibited American vessels from transporting French goods from their colonies in the West Indies to Europe. In addition, American trade with Britain’s colonies in the West Indies, although opened, was severely restricted. No mention was made of British impressment practices, which continued apace.

Washington was disappointed with the treaty, which he considered one-sided. But he reluctantly accepted it because it kept the United States out of a war for which she was entirely unprepared. Madison, Jefferson, and their Republican followers bitterly opposed the treaty, considering it to be humiliating and, worse, a de facto alliance with Britain against France. The fight over the  treaty was so fierce it destroyed whatever remained of the personal relationship between Washington and Madison.

If the treaty angered American Republicans, it outraged the French. The latest regime in Paris, the conservative Directory, promptly authorized wholesale attacks on American commerce, a decision that led to a quasi-war between the two countries during the presidency of John Adams. Like Washington, Adams sought neutrality, and through deft diplomacy, supported by the building of a strong navy of fifty-four ships, he managed to avoid having to declare war on France. Among the ships he deployed were the original six frigates: the 44-gun super frigates Constitution, United States, and President and the 36-gun Congress, Constellation, and Chesapeake.

Adams saw no possibility that France would even think about invading the American mainland, so he relied on the navy almost exclusively to support his diplomacy and to fight the Quasi-War. Congress approved his request to separate the navy from the army and establish an independent navy department, whereupon he appointed Benjamin Stoddert as the first secretary of the navy. Stoddert proved to be the most effective of Adams’s cabinet members and one of the finest secretaries of the navy in the nation’s history. Under him, a cadre of officers—John Rodgers, Stephen Decatur Jr., David Porter, Oliver Hazard Perry, Isaac Hull, Thomas Macdonough, James Lawrence, Charles Morris, and many others—received their first training aboard warships under battle conditions. These men would form the core of professionals who made the tiny American navy a potent force during the War of 1812.

The most celebrated hero of the Quasi-War, Captain Thomas Truxtun, skipper of the USS Constellation, was especially influential in training the new officers, paying special attention to their education aboard his ship. Through his example during combat and the books he wrote, Truxtun had a significant impact on the entire officer corps. Retired Vice Admiral George Emery would call Truxtun the “first mentor of the Federal Navy.”

The new navy was expensive, and President Adams insisted on imposing taxes to finance it, a decision for which he would pay a heavy political price. The Republicans, led by Jefferson, who was now vice president, fought Adams every step of the way, vigorously opposing the Quasi-War, the new navy, and the new taxes alike. Madison, who by this point had left the House of Representatives and returned to Virginia, lent his support to the opposition.

By the time Adams stood for reelection in 1800, the tax increases had cooled whatever enthusiasm remained in the country for the Quasi-War and contributed to his defeat. The Federalist Party, which Adams had never actively  associated himself with, had by this time become less potent. Its divisions, elitism, and emphasis on a strong central government, a big navy, and high taxes lessened its appeal. Federalists continued to believe that government should be entrusted to wealthy individuals with high moral standards and significant education who would exercise authority over a public that was often misguided and sometimes dangerous. Federalist leaders like Alexander Hamilton and Gouverneur Morris of New York and George Cabot, Fisher Ames, and Harrison Gray Otis of Massachusetts associated democracy with the uncontrolled mobs and Jacobin massacres of the French Revolution.

Republicans, on the other hand, represented the agrarian interests of the South and West, as well as those in the northeast and the middle Atlantic states. They were angry about tax increases, which would only be used, they felt, to support an enlarged central government. They viewed Federalists as representing moneyed urban interests seeking to impose a plutocracy on agricultural America. The Republicans put their faith in farmers, the vast majority of the population. Jefferson was their leader, and in 1800 they elected him president, albeit by a narrow margin.

When Jefferson took the oath of office on March 4, 1801, the Wars of the French Revolution, which began in 1792, were continuing, and it was his avowed policy to remain neutral. To that extent, he was following the policy of his predecessors. Staying out of the ongoing conflict, however, was even more difficult for Jefferson than it had been for Washington and Adams. They had not had to contend with Napoleon Bonaparte.

Having seized power on November 9, 1799, Napoleon immediately showed an outsized appetite for expanding the French Empire. Federalists like Hamilton had long predicted that the French Revolution, by carrying democracy too far, would end in dictatorship. Jeffersonian Republicans, on the other hand, still clinging to the belief that British imperialism was a greater danger to the United States than that of France, were shocked and saddened by the turn of events.

When Jefferson took office in March 1801, he had no idea that the first of Napoleon’s grand projects was reestablishing the vast French Empire in North America. To achieve this, the French dictator had to crush the armies of the Second Coalition in Europe, which he did with stunning victories over the Austrians at Marengo on June 14, 1800, and again, under French general Moreau, at Hohenlinden, twenty miles east of Munich, on December 3 of the same year.

Napoleon also had to neutralize the Royal Navy. This proved unexpectedly easy. Pitt had resigned in 1801 because of differences with King George III over  Catholic Emancipation, which the prime minister advocated and the king did not. The new ministry of Henry Addington, seeking a respite from the war with France, agreed to peace in the fall of 1801 and then signed the Treaty of Amiens on March 25, 1802, ending hostilities between the two countries.

By the time Napoleon reached an accord with Britain, he had already secretly acquired Louisiana from a hapless Spain and was preparing a large army to secure Haiti, which he planned to use as a base from which to occupy New Orleans. Once on the North American mainland, he could easily absorb Spanish Florida and even attack the United States.

As early as the summer of 1801, Jefferson and his new secretary of state, Madison, became aware of Napoleon’s lust for the Floridas and Louisiana. In spite of this direct threat to the United States, they were demobilizing, drastically cutting back President Adams’s navy and placing reliance for an army almost entirely on unproven state militias. As a substitute for military force, Jefferson tried using diplomacy against Bonaparte, threatening him with an Anglo-American alliance. This would have come as a surprise to Prime Minister Addington, who never contemplated such a thing. A strong American navy would have spoken far more loudly to Napoleon than empty threats about a British alliance, but Republicans had always opposed building a fleet.

Luckily for Jefferson, Bonaparte’s troops never made it beyond Haiti. Haitian rebels, who refused to be reenslaved (which Napoleon announced he would do), as well as disease crushed the French expeditionary force and, with it, Bonaparte’s grandiose scheme for North America. He then completely reversed himself—a characteristic trait—changing course without consulting anyone and selling all of Louisiana to a bedazzled Jefferson, turning potential disaster for the president into his crowning achievement. Most Americans applauded the miracle-working Jefferson for his wondrous feat, accomplished at so little cost. No mention was made of the actual reasons—Haiti’s former slaves fighting for their freedom and blind luck—Jefferson was able to acquire Louisiana. Although the Republicans were enthralled, the Federalists were not; they maintained that buying Louisiana was unconstitutional. Federalists expected the vast new territory to further dilute their political power while providing a huge area for the extension of slavery, which northern Federalists steadfastly opposed.

Jefferson further enhanced his electoral appeal during his first term by doing away with the noxious internal taxes imposed by his predecessors. To do so, he drastically reduced the size of the navy, which was the largest item in the budget. He could not do away with the service entirely, however. Tripoli had declared war on the United States in 1801, plunging the nation into an unwelcome conflict  with the Barbary pirate state that demanded the use of a limited navy. Still, he kept the service small, which allowed for significant tax reduction.

The tiny navy that Jefferson deployed against Tripoli was officered by the same men who had trained during the Quasi-War with France. They acquired further indispensable experience fighting the Barbary pirates. Another hero in the tradition of Thomas Truxtun, Captain Edward Preble of Portland, Maine, emerged to motivate and inspire them. He and Truxtun would be the most powerful influences on the exceptional officers who went on to lead the navy during the War of 1812.

 



 



BY THE TIME Jefferson stood for reelection in 1804, internal taxes had been eliminated. And while the country’s defenses had been hollowed out, Jefferson could boast that tax collectors no longer bothered the people. Voters were extremely grateful, reelecting him overwhelmingly to a second term. The Federalist Party, which had opposed both the Louisiana Purchase and Jefferson’s dismantling of the navy, was handed a devastating defeat.

Jefferson’s luck did not hold in his second term, however. The Napoleonic menace came back with a vengeance. On May 17, 1803, immediately after his Haitian fiasco, Bonaparte terminated the Treaty of Amiens and turned to his next great project: conquering Britain. For him, the key to unlimited world power was crushing the British and their all-powerful navy. By the summer of 1805 he had collected a massive army of 100,000 men and seven hundred barges around Boulogne on the French coast. Once he was across the narrow English Channel, nothing could stop him from occupying London. He waited anxiously for Admiral Villeneuve’s French fleet to appear and protect his advance across the water.

Napoleon’s army at Boulogne was the greatest menace to Britain since William the Conqueror. To counter it, Pitt, who had been out of office since February 4, 1801, was asked to resume leadership of the cabinet on May 10, 1804. Eight days later, Bonaparte, having destroyed all his rivals, including General Moreau, made himself emperor of France. To fight him, Pitt organized another alliance with Russia, Austria, and Sweden, known as the Third Coalition, and large Austrian and Russian armies were soon on the march, threatening France from the east.

Napoleon grew increasingly apprehensive, waiting at Boulogne for his ships to arrive, and on August 26—even before he knew that Villeneuve was never coming to the English Channel, having instead put into Cadiz—he left a small force of 30,000 to guard the French coast, wheeled around abruptly, and drove east beyond the Rhine to attack the Third Coalition’s armies.

Napoleon wanted to fight them individually (en detail), and the Coalition cooperated. He caught a large Austrian army at Ulm on October 20, 1805, and crushed it. Then, on December 2, 1805, he defeated a combined Russian-Austrian army at Austerlitz, knocking Austria out of the war. The following year he dealt with Prussia, whose king, Frederick William, had belatedly joined the Coalition. Napoleon defeated the Prussian armies at Jena and Auerstadt in 1806. The final showdown with the Russians came during the winter of 1807 at Eylau and Friedland; Napoleon won decisively. He then held a famous conference with Czar Alexander at Tilsit on July 7, 1807. The victorious French dictator redrew the map of Europe, supposedly with the czar’s connivance, but no one was deceived: Bonaparte was master of Europe, and Britain stood alone.

Immediately after Tilsit, Napoleon invaded Portugal and then Spain, despite the objections of his foreign minister, Talleyrand. Never enthusiastic about Bonaparte’s expansion beyond France’s traditional borders, Talleyrand had nonetheless continued to serve him. The invasion of Portugal and Spain in 1807 and 1808 was too much, however, and Talleyrand resigned. Before doing so, he urged the emperor to consolidate his gains, which were already immense. Napoleon ridiculed him. He was intent on ruling not just Portugal and Spain but their vast American empires as well—including all of South and Central America, large portions of the West Indies, and huge parcels of North America.

To Napoleon’s surprise, Portugal, Spain, and their American colonies refused to knuckle under, precipitating the Peninsula War, which dragged on year after year with no end in sight, tying down 250,000 French troops on the Iberian Peninsula. The British came to the aid of the guerrilla resistance in Spain and Portugal, deploying the army that eventually achieved fame under the Duke of Wellington.

 



 



EVEN AS NAPOLEON was making himself master of continental Europe, Admiral Horatio Nelson demonstrated at the Battle of Trafalgar on October 21, 1805, that Britain remained dominant on the world’s oceans. Although Nelson died a heroic death during the fighting, he managed to destroy or capture most of Admiral Villeneuve’s Franco-Spanish fleet in what would be regarded as the most consequential naval battle of the age. In the months after Trafalgar, the British moved aggressively to thwart Napoleon’s efforts to revive his fleet, first by capturing the entire Danish navy and moving it to England, and then by inducing a beleaguered Portugal to move her fleet to Britain. By the time of Tilsit, Bonaparte was no longer a factor on the high seas.






CHAPTER TWO

Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights


UNABLE TO DEFEAT Britain at sea or to cross the English Channel with his army, Napoleon turned to economic warfare against the hated British. On November 21, 1806, he issued the Berlin Decree, in which he announced a blockade of the entire British Isles and forbade any British goods from being imported into Europe. The blockade was mere rhetoric; Napoleon had no means of enforcing it. But sealing continental ports was something he could put into effect. He did not implement his decree right away, however, and the British did not respond immediately.

Back on January 23, 1806, Prime Minister Pitt had died suddenly of exhaustion, shocking the British, who had looked to him for leadership since 1783 and had never felt the need for him quite as much as they did now in the face of the Napoleonic menace. For a brief thirteen-month period in 1806 and 1807, a Whig Ministry of All the Talents replaced Pitt. Lord Grenville, who had negotiated the Jay Treaty, became prime minister, while Charles James Fox took over the Foreign Office. They offered some hope of a reconciliation with the United States. Pitt, growing more reactionary over the years, had become increasingly hard on America. The new government now tried a different approach, hoping by easing relations with the United States to ensure her neutrality. Jefferson dispatched special envoy William Pinkney to joined Ambassador James Monroe in London to negotiate an agreement on trade and impressment. Monroe and Pinkney reached  agreement with Grenville and Fox on a new treaty that covered trade but not impressment. Grenville simply could not overcome objections from the Admiralty on this point. He did agree, however, to issue guidelines for naval officers to make certain they impressed only British citizens on American ships, which, under the circumstances, Monroe and Pinkney found satisfactory.

A rapprochement between London and Washington appeared to be in the making, but Jefferson turned down the deal because of the impressment issue. For months he had been annoyed by the antics of British warships along the American coast—Cambria, Driver, and Leander in particular, which stationed themselves boldly off Sandy Hook, stopping ships and impressing men indiscriminately. The Leander even killed an innocent seaman on April 25, 1806, causing a great furor in New York. Jefferson, in no mood to accept an informal arrangement on impressment, refused to submit the Monroe-Pinkney Treaty to the Senate.

Unfortunately, Fox died in September 1806, and the Ministry of All the Talents was replaced in March 1807 by another anti-American Tory cabinet, led by the Duke of Portland, a mere figurehead. The dominant members of the ministry were Spencer Perceval and George Canning, reactionaries with a deep contempt for the United States and its republican government. Pitt’s policies toward America would appear liberal when compared to those of Perceval and Canning.

 



 



IN THE FALL of 1807, roughly a year after issuing the Berlin Decree, Napoleon began enforcing it. Perceval, Britain’s chancellor of the exchequer, responded with far-reaching Orders in Council designed to control neutral trade with Europe. The most egregious of the Orders was issued on November 11, 1807, requiring all neutral shipping to pass through a British port, obtain a license, and pay a duty before proceeding to any port in Napoleonic Europe, making all neutral goods more expensive than Britain’s own. Any vessel not complying was subject to seizure. Napoleon answered a month later with the Milan Decree, which stipulated that any vessel obtaining a British license or paying duty to Britain was subject to confiscation.

The economic warfare between Britain and Napoleonic Europe was not quite what it seemed, however. The two enemies continued to trade with each other through an elaborate, cynically conceived system of licenses. Thus, while Britain was attempting to control and profit from neutral trade, she was herself engaged in a brisk business with Europe through the licenses, supplying Napoleon’s needs while denying the United States, the largest neutral carrier, the right to trade independently.

As the Napoleonic War dragged on, the British ministry grew more reactionary, and its enmity toward America deepened. The animus Jefferson and Madison felt toward Britain naturally grew in equal measure. Again and again, their belief that the British had never reconciled themselves to American independence was confirmed. These British policies, it seemed to Madison, could only be directed at “strangling the maritime power of the United States in its cradle.” The Orders in Council were a bald attempt by Britain to monopolize world trade, “to make the English navigation and markets the medium through which alone the different parts of the world should exchange their superfluities and supply their wants.” Madison was even more incensed by the Royal Navy’s increasingly energetic impressment of American seamen. Surely there was no better demonstration of Britain’s open contempt for the United States.

The reaction of Federalists to the economic warfare in Europe and to impressment was dramatically different from that of the Republicans. Federalists, believing that Napoleon presented a real danger to the United States, wanted Jefferson to put the country squarely on the side of England in her fight with France. If Britain fell, it would be only a matter of time before the French dictator turned on the United States just as he had before, when he attempted to put a large army into New Orleans. The British, in that sense, were fighting America’s fight. “The most intelligent and respectable men in the country,” Federalist leader Harrison Gray Otis wrote, “. . . tremble for the prosperity and fate of Britain, and consider her justly as the bulwark of the liberties of this country and mankind.”

Federalists, of course, were not happy about the Orders in Council, nor about impressment, but they were willing to tolerate them as wartime necessities. After all, once Napoleon was defeated, the need for them would disappear. And many Federalists felt that Madison had grossly exaggerated the impressment problem, pointing out that far more British seamen were serving on American merchantmen than Americans serving in the Royal Navy. “The general business of impressing American seamen was . . . not worth mooting about,” Federalist senator John Rutledge Jr. of South Carolina wrote, “where Great Britain has in her service one of our sailors we have twenty of hers on board our merchantmen.” “This whole controversy respecting sailors,” Harrison Gray Otis wrote, “was practically to us not worth mooting, we have always had ten to their one.” Napoleon had been harder on American commerce than Britain had been, Federalists maintained, seizing ships at a faster rate than the Royal Navy.

 



IT WAS PRECISELY this reflexive sympathy for Britain on the part of the Federalists, Republicans felt, that had encouraged London’s intransigence over the years. By viewing America through the eyes of Jefferson’s and Madison’s Federalist critics, the British became convinced that a divided country would never stand up to them. To do nothing in the face of the Orders and impressment, Republicans believed, would be to sacrifice the independence and honor of the United States, thereby bringing the entire republican experiment into disrepute, if not failure.

At only one point during Jefferson’s presidency were the Federalists and Republicans briefly united, and that was after the Chesapeake-Leopard affair. On June 22, 1807, fifteen miles southeast of Virginia’s Cape Henry, the 50-gun British warship Leopard, under Captain Salusbury Pryce Humphreys, hailed the American 36-gun frigate Chesapeake, under Captain James Barron. When Barron hove to, Humphreys sent over a lieutenant with a message demanding that the Chesapeake’s crew be mustered and searched for British deserters. As surprised as he was outraged, Barron denied there were any deserters aboard his ship and refused to muster the crew. The British lieutenant returned to the Leopard empty-handed.

Humphreys was not about to be put off, however; he was operating under strict orders from Vice Admiral Sir George Berkeley, commander of the North American Station and a rabid anti-American Tory. Within minutes of the lieutenant’s return to the Leopard, even as Barron belatedly prepared the Chesapeake for battle, Humphreys fired three broadsides into her without warning, killing three and wounding eighteen. Barron quickly struck his colors. The British lieutenant then returned and seized four of Barron’s crew, claiming they were deserters. There were probably other British deserters aboard, but the lieutenant failed to identify them. One of the men taken, Jenkin Ratford, was indeed a British deserter, but the other three were Americans. Ratford was given a quick court-martial and then hanged from the yardarm of a warship in Halifax harbor on August 31, 1807. The three Americans were sentenced to receive five hundred lashes, but that was remitted, and they wound up in jail, where one of them died. The other two remained incarcerated until returned to the deck of the Chesapeake in Boston five years later.

The incident caused a reaction in the United States so furious that Jefferson could have asked for a declaration of war and had the whole country united behind him, including the Federalists. He decided to avoid a war, however, for the same reason Washington had: the country was unprepared and essentially defenseless. The fact that America’s defenseless state was due to Jefferson’s own policies was an irony that would not have been lost on either Hamilton or Adams,  but the fact remained that declaring war was out of the question. Instead Jefferson looked for another, more peaceful, way to change British policies.

 



 



NOTHING RANKLED AMERICANS more than the issue of impressment, but it also touched British sensitivities deeply. The Admiralty and the Perceval ministry felt that impressment was essential to the Royal Navy and thus to British security. Calling the practice into question was, in their view, tantamount to asking the country to abandon the main weapon in her life-and-death struggle with Napoleon.

At the root of the problem, however, was something the Admiralty would never admit—namely, the unnecessarily brutal conditions aboard His Majesty’s warships. So horrendous was the working environment that British tars deserted in droves, creating a manpower shortage in the Royal Navy that the Admiralty could only solve by continually impressing more men. Britain’s leaders—not just the Admiralty—steadfastly refused to recognize the true source of their problem. On the rare occasions in Parliament when any mention was made of the deplorable state of the crews, the Admiralty was quick to deny the obvious. No less a figure than Thomas Cochrane, a storied British sea captain, whom the novelist Patrick O’Brian would use as a model for the character of Jack Aubrey, brought up the taboo subject in the House of Commons. When Cochrane deplored “the decayed and heartless state of the crews,” John W. Croker, first secretary of the Admiralty, challenged him, calling his charges “grossly exaggerated, ... an absolute misrepresentation, . . . [and] a scandalous libel on the Navy.” The House cheered as Croker’s rebuttal progressed. Members simply did not want to hear the truth, not even from such an unimpeachable source as Cochrane.

Britain’s ruling class preferred the comfortable illusion that the thousands of deserters were happy tars lured away from their ships by the Americans. They could not bring themselves to think about, much less reform, the bestial conditions aboard their warships. Such indifference was all the more remarkable when one considers that warships functioned far better when working conditions were improved even slightly. No military need required the brutal treatment of sailors; wartime necessity did not mandate that trained men be treated as animals.

Tradition governed life aboard a British man-of-war, as well as the personalities of the captain and his officers. It was not uncommon for upper-class officers to be contemptuous of their crewmen, nearly all of whom were lower-class and illiterate. Discipline was harsh and often arbitrary on every warship. Being a  ruthless disciplinarian never impeded an officer’s advancement. If a pressed man had a brutal, flogging skipper, his life became an intolerable hell. His only recourse was to desert.

Service in the Royal Navy was, after all, indeterminate. Once dragged aboard, an impressed man was trapped until the war—which by 1807 had already gone on for fifteen years—was over. Given the innumerable hazards on men-of-war, and the bestial punishment code, he would be lucky if he made it out alive. Impressment was thus akin to a death sentence.

Ships became prisons. Shore leave was never granted to men whom officers suspected might desert, even in the most remote locations. It was not uncommon for pressed men to spend years aboard ship without ever once being allowed on dry land. There were instances when men were so desperate to escape they deserted to forbidding, uninhabited islands. An American naval prisoner-of-war, Benjamin Waterhouse, wrote while in Dartmoor prison, “an American in England pines to get home, while an Englishman and an Irishman longs to become an American citizen.”

Bad food was universal and made worse by contractors who had a habit of cheating the Royal Navy. Furthermore, the quantity of food aboard ship was always reduced by the custom of allowing the purser to keep some of it for his own profit. Food was measured aboard in pounds, but the purser’s pound amounted to fourteen ounces, rather than sixteen. He took the extra two ounces for himself and shorted the men in their meals.

Alcohol was liberally dispensed each day aboard every ship to dull the pain: a half pint of hard liquor mixed with water was given out at noon, followed by a pint of wine at four o’clock. The alcohol did not need to be consumed on the spot, or even that day. Saved and accumulated, it became a sort of currency aboard all warships. Every scheme was used to obtain it, particularly when the ship was in port. A man could get whatever he needed whenever he could pay the price. Drunkenness, predictably, was a continuing problem, and dealt with severely, usually by a liberal dose of the fearsome cat-o’-nine-tails. Four dozen lashes—enough to kill some men—was a common sentence for being in one’s cups.

The cat was the preferred tool for effecting discipline. A single blow would knock a man down. To give him a dozen or more—the usual dose—his wrists had to be tied securely to a hard-as-iron oak grating, which in turn kept his body from giving, making the blows all the more terrible. Reactions to whipping varied greatly from man to man. Some would die from a few lashes; others could withstand far more. Regardless, the severity of the punishment was frightening, and no man witnessing it ever forgot it.

The first stroke from the cat broke open the flesh, causing bleeding and bruising. After two, pain in the lungs, as well as the back, was severe. As the beating progressed, blood from biting one’s tongue nearly off was common, as was the face turning a deep reddish brown. The back soon became a bloody mess, turning black; one seaman described a lacerated back as “inhuman [resembling] roasted meat burnt . . . before a scorching fire.” In 1806 the Admiralty removed the injunction against sentencing to more than a dozen lashes without a court-martial because captains never observed it. After 1806 they were free to order whatever they pleased, and they did.

Samuel Leech, a British seaman, gave this account of the practices of Captain John S. Carden, skipper of the British frigate H.M.S. Macedonian. Carden was an experienced officer with a good record, not judged particularly cruel by his peers or, indeed, by later historians. “A midshipman named Gale, a most rascally, unprincipled fellow, found his pocket handkerchief in possession of one of the crew. He charged the man with stealing it. It was in vain that the poor wretch asserted that he found it under his hammock.” A court-martial sentenced Gale to receive three hundred lashes through the fleet and one year’s imprisonment. “Fifty were laid on alongside of the Macedonian, in conformity with a common practice of inflicting the most strokes at the first ship, in order that the gory back of the criminal may strike terror into the crews of the other ships. This poor tortured man bore two hundred and twenty, and was pronounced by the attending surgeon unfit to receive the rest.” Miraculously, the man survived, but when he recovered his health, Captain Carden ordered him to receive the remaining eighty lashes.

“No plea of necessity can be successfully urged in behalf of whipping men,” Leech wrote. “Punishment leads to revenge; revenge to punishment. What is intended to cure, only aggravates the disease; the evil enlarges under the remedy; voluntary subordination ceases; gloom overspreads the crew; fear fills the breasts of the officers; the ship becomes a miniature of the house of fiends. While, on the other hand, mild regulations, enforced without an appeal to brute force, are easily carried into operation.”

Abysmal pay added to a tar’s disillusionment. One of the chief complaints of the mutineers at Spithead in 1797 was that seamen in the Royal Navy had not received a raise in one hundred and fifty years, and conditions had not improved much since. In theory ordinary seamen received a bounty of four pounds when they originally signed on, plus eighteen pounds a year, but they received none of this until their ship returned to England and the crew had been paid off. The Admiralty argued that if a sailor had money, he would be tempted to desert.  Seamen were deserting anyway, of course, but the Admiralty did not want to give them an added incentive. On long voyages men often had to go to the purser to purchase items such as clothing at grossly inflated prices. “Hence, what with poor articles, high charges and false charges,” Leech argued, “the purser almost always had a claim that made Jack’s actual receipts for two or three years service, woefully small.” Pay in the Royal Navy was always lower than in the British merchant service and much lower than in the American navy or aboard American merchantmen.

If a man were lucky enough to stay alive, he could be returning home at last, looking forward to being on shore, having money, obtaining fresh food, and a decent night’s sleep, yet meet with one more cruel trick. Instead of being allowed ashore he could be herded onto another warship standing out to sea, without ever setting foot on land, even though he might have already served years at sea. Worse, men wounded in action were routinely dismissed from the service, sent home with their wounds not yet healed, and their pay summarily cut off. “Here was encouragement for seamen to fight for their king and country!” wrote a bitter impressed man. “A coolie in India was better off!”

To save themselves from a cruel imprisonment and early death, British tars deserted by the thousands, many to American ships. The Admiralty estimated the number serving in American vessels during the Napoleonic wars to be between 15,000 and 20,000. In a Royal Navy that employed 145,000 men, that was a significant figure. Yet had the Admiralty only improved life for the lower deck, men would not have deserted in the numbers they did, and there would have been no need to stop American vessels to search for them. A few modest changes would have gone a long way to ensure the required number of men: an increase in enlistment bonuses and wages; disbursement on a regular basis, rather than at long intervals; a set time of enlistment; a more humane punishment code; a modicum of respect for seamen; more and better food, including fresh vegetables when available; better medical treatment; a definite leave policy; pensions for the permanently injured; and a more equitable distribution of prize money. It could reasonably be supposed that patriotic men would have joined the Royal Navy when the country was fighting for its life against its traditional enemy, France.

 



 



IF THERE WAS no need for Britain to impress and brutalize her own subjects, there was certainly no need to impress citizens of the United States, particularly when the number of Americans involved was so small. No one has an exact figure, but it is generally agreed that the number of Americans impressed into the British  navy from the start of the Wars of the French Revolution in 1793 until 1812 was probably less than 6,000, although some scholars have it as high as 9,000.

Rather than addressing its manpower shortage by improving conditions for seamen, however, the Admiralty adopted a severe punishment code, including death, for any man caught leaving his ship without permission, particularly one found aboard an American warship. “We must on no account shrink from the duty of putting to death every British subject caught fighting against his country,” the Times lectured, never once mentioning that conditions aboard the ships themselves might be to blame and could be easily corrected. Instead, they continually asserted that British seamen left their ships because the Americans had seduced them.

Neither terror nor impressment solved the Admiralty’s manning problems, however. In desperation, their lordships tried a variety of expedients, such as offering five pounds for any able seaman under fifty who signed up, three pounds for anyone who informed the press of where they could lay hands on an able seaman, and a guinea for a landsman who volunteered. The Admiralty swept the prisons and even took impoverished orphans. Youngsters who were orphaned and found themselves taken in by parishes were often sent to merchant ships when they were twelve or thirteen (and sometimes younger). After training, they would be taken into the Royal Navy, which then became their life. The Admiralty employed any device, fair or foul, to man its ships, save the most obvious one: improving the lives of those who served. The Royal Navy had done so spectacularly well against all competitors that changing methods of recruitment seemed ludicrous to an Admiralty steeped in tradition, particularly when change was demanded by America, a nation that seemed to annoy the British more than any other.

 



 



THE PASSIONS IMPRESSMENT unleashed on both sides were not easily tamed. The British saw themselves in mortal danger from a French enemy who ought to have been America’s foe as well, while, even as Napoleon threatened to extinguish the very liberties Americans insisted were the foundation of their society, the United States was acting as if she had no stake in the outcome of the struggle in Europe. The Royal Navy, as far as the British were concerned, was the only force preventing Napoleon from realizing his dream of a North American empire, uniting Louisiana with Canada. And to think he would stop there was naïve: Bonaparte would never rest until he had destroyed the republican regime in America; it was a living rebuke to everything he stood for.

The British, then, fighting what they saw as America’s fight, found it strange indeed that the sympathies of Jefferson and Madison remained with a dictator  openly hostile to their professed ideals. Even more galling, America’s insistence on the right of neutrals to trade freely with both belligerents looked as if shortterm profits were more important than European liberty. Surely America’s moral sense had been deadened by gross materialism, as Yankee merchants sought to profit from Europe’s misery.

Deserters from the Royal Navy, the British believed, were necessary for the American merchant fleet to carry on its burgeoning wartime trade, which in turn supported the revenues of an American government financed largely by customs duties. By insisting on carrying on their international commerce, then, regardless of the consequences, Americans were endangering British liberty—and ultimately their own—for the sake of money. Even worse, the British felt that the real reason Jefferson and Madison wanted to do away with impressment was to destroy Britain’s maritime power, regardless of the consequences.

Given this attitude, it is not surprising that Britain refused to alter an official policy hallowed by three centuries of practice in order to appease American demands. The Royal Navy had trebled in size since the war with France began in January 1793, and the Admiralty needed every seaman it could lay its hands on. Volunteers alone were not enough. For every citizen of the United States in the Royal Navy, their lordships estimated, there were ten Englishmen in American ships, private and public. The ministry wanted them back—or at least hanged as a deterrent.

The United States, for her part, could not suffer ships flying her flag to be boarded and seamen impressed and still call herself an independent country. Allowing such an outrage to continue would be to submit to colonial status again. In the eyes of Jefferson and Madison, accepting impressment was unthinkable. Britain had no right whatever, they insisted, to seize anyone from a vessel flying the American flag, no matter what the pretext.

In America a seaman could obtain citizenship by being naturalized after a period of five years, no matter where he’d been born, whereas Britian now maintained, as most countries did at the time, that if you were born a British subject, you remained one for life. The British conveniently overlooking their own laws, dating back to Queen Anne and George II, which stipulated that any foreigner who served two years in a British warship or merchantman automatically became a naturalized British subject without the need for an oath or any other requirement.

Regardless of these old laws, Great Britain, faced with the Napoleonic menace, was not about to change her ways, and Americans, with vivid memories of how hard they had fought for independence, were not about to accept them.






CHAPTER THREE

Jefferson’s Embargo and the Slide Toward War


AT THE END of 1807 Jefferson decided to counter Britain’s Orders in Council and its practice of impressment, as well as Napoleon’s decrees, by instituting a wide-ranging embargo. Jefferson believed that Britain and her West Indian colonies were so dependent on American trade, particularly in raw materials, that London would be forced to withdraw her Orders in Council and to put a stop to impressment in a matter of weeks. He hoped that, faced with an Anglo-American entente, Napoleon would follow suit. Jefferson liked to think of the embargo as a form of “peaceful coercion,” an alternative to either war or submission, and he had the enthusiastic support of Madison, who also believed that the embargo was the only way to avoid having to choose between a costly war or abject surrender to colonial status.

In December 1807, Congress passed the Embargo Act by a wide margin. The legislation prohibited all exports to any foreign port and required a bond for coastal traders. Foreign ships could still bring goods to American ports, but they had to return in ballast. Albert Gallatin, the Treasury secretary whose job it would be to enforce the act, did not like it, but he dutifully took on the nearly impossible task of implementing it.

Jefferson’s hope was that by sacrificing America’s trade for a short period the embargo would save the nation’s ships and men from British and French depredations. Meanwhile, to defend the coasts, he dramatically increased the navy’s fleet of gunboats—small craft ranging in size from forty-five to seventy feet and  carrying one to two heavy guns. By the end of 1807 the Republican Congress had authorized construction of 278 of these boats, though by the time the War of 1812 broke out, just 165 were available.

Jefferson viewed this fleet of gunboats as defensive in nature and far less expensive than building frigates or ships of the line. He thought the navy’s larger ships contributed almost nothing to the nation’s defense. In a war with Britain, he assumed the Royal Navy would quickly seize them. Gunboats, on the other hand, could “withdraw from the reach of the enemy,” he argued, and be “formidable . . . in shoally waters.” Not a single officer in the navy agreed with him, however. None thought the gunboats could protect the coasts. They viewed Jefferson’s mosquito fleet with scorn, and when war came, the gunboats proved nearly useless.
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FOR NEW ENGLAND Federalists, the embargo was the last straw. Shutting off the region’s seagoing commerce would wreak havoc on its economy. And so the Federalist Party, moribund since Jefferson’s stunning reelection in 1804, came back to life, invigorated by opposition to the embargo. Flouting of the law was widespread. Jefferson, surprised by this level of resistance, grew more tenacious in his attempts at enforcement. He should not have been shocked that so many Americans despised the embargo, however. Despite widespread evasion, exports plunged from over one hundred million in 1807 to just twenty two million the following year.

Even more maddening, while the law proved exceptionally hard on the United States, it appeared to have little effect on Britain or France. Foreign Secretary Canning ridiculed it. But this was just a pretense. The British were indeed hampered by their inability to import American raw materials, and the embargo played a role in causing Britain’s depression in 1809–10. Nevertheless, London and Paris ignored the embargo and steadfastly refused to change their maritime policies, forcing Jefferson to keep the increasingly unpopular law in force far longer than he anticipated. Week after week the economy declined, and increasingly strident calls for relief came from across the country, particularly from New England. By the winter of 1809 a civil war was brewing over the domestic distress caused by the stoppage of trade. “The evils which are menaced by the continuance of this policy,” the Massachusetts legislature informed Congress, “. . . must soon become intolerable, and endanger our domestic peace, and the union of these states.” Finally, on March 1, 1809, just three days before Jefferson  left office, Congress repealed the hated embargo. The president, with great reluctance, signed the bill, bequeathing to his successor the problem of what to do about British and French provocations.

It was not a legacy President Madison coveted. Despite his strong support for the unpopular embargo, he had been elected handily in 1808 with 122 electoral votes to 47. He was furious with the New England Federalists for doing everything they could to thwart a policy he believed could have achieved American goals without war or submission. Like Jefferson, Madison was convinced that if the country had persevered with the embargo just a while longer, the British would have relented. That may have been true, but politically the embargo was dead.

On March 15, 1809, immediately after Madison took office, Congress replaced the embargo with the Non-Intercourse Act, which permitted trade with all nations except Britain and France. The legislation unintentionally favored the British. Despite the law, goods flowed freely to Britain through a number of channels, while the Royal Navy enforced the blockade of Napoleonic Europe.

The British, of course, did not feel favored by the new law, and their ambassador in Washington, David Erskine (the only British ambassador who genuinely liked America), sought ways to prevent Anglo-American relations from deteriorating further. He approached Madison in April 1809 for talks about easing tensions between the two countries. The president was receptive, and in a short six weeks he and Erskine negotiated an agreement whereby Britain would revoke the Orders in Council if the United States would end non-intercourse against Great Britain. Both Erskine and Madison felt they had achieved a genuine breakthrough. In the end, however, Canning rejected the agreement, recalling Erskine and replacing him with a hard-line, anti-American Tory, Francis J. Jackson, who went out of his way to sour relations between the two countries. Federalists, particularly in Massachusetts, supported Jackson against their own government, which only encouraged Perceval and Canning, to suppose that with the United States so hopelessly divided, Madison could never act effectively against them. With the end of the Embargo Act, American ships reappeared on the high seas, and the British again went right after them, exacerbating relations between the two countries. Perceval and Canning were showing no restraint whatever.

On May 1, 1810, in order to revive the revenue stream flowing to the cashstarved Treasury, Congress replaced the Non-Intercourse Act with Macon’s Bill #2, which restored trade with the entire world, including Britain and France. Moreover, the bill stipulated that if either Britain or France ceased interfering with neutral trade, the United States would stop trading with the other nation. This provision moved Napoleon to notify the United States that he was removing  his Berlin and Milan decrees, although, in truth, he had no intention of doing so. Madison, choosing to believe him, asked Britain to rescind the Orders in Council, or be faced with the prospect of having trade with America cut off. London was quick to point out that Napoleon had not actually done what he said and so refused.

On February 11, 1811, Madison, having given Perceval three months’ warning, imposed nonimportation against Great Britain, and as 1811 progressed, relations between the two governments further deteriorated. The Royal Navy appeared again off New York, stopping and seizing American ships, and aggressively impressing American seamen. Particularly noxious were the frigates Guerriere and Melampus.

On May 1 the Guerriere stopped the brig Spitfire and impressed an innocent Maine man serving as apprentice to the master. New York City was in an uproar over the incident, and the secretary of the navy ordered Captain John Rodgers, then at Annapolis, to rush to New York in the President and “vindicate the injured honor of our navy and revive the drooping spirits of the nation.” On May 16, 1811, while he was on his way to New York, Rodgers spotted a British warship forty-five miles northeast of Cape Henry. Thinking she might be the Guerriere, he went after her. The stranger fled, but Rodgers caught up with her at eightthirty that evening, when visibility was poor. Confusion ensued as both ships started shooting before they knew who the other was.

The stranger turned out to be the 20-gun British sloop of war Little Belt, a two-decked, formerly Danish warship. She was much smaller than the President, and Rodgers forced her to strike her colors in a few minutes. After the brief fight, the captain of the badly banged-up Little Belt, Arthur Bingham, refused all help from Rodgers and struggled back to Halifax, while Rodgers sailed the President to New York, where he received a hero’s welcome. Such was the state of British-American relations that the president was quick to publicly congratulate Rodgers.

 



 



AS 1811 PROGRESSED, Madison, in utter frustration, was coming to the conclusion that war with Britain was unavoidable. He would not give up on trying to get the British to change their policies, but it looked increasingly unlikely they would do so. During the summer he conferred at length with Jefferson and Secretary of State James Monroe at Monticello and decided that only an actual declaration of war would move Perceval to the negotiating table. “We have been so long dealing in small ways of embargoes, non-intercourse, and non-importation, with menaces of war, &c.,” explained Monroe, “that the British Government has not  believed us. We must actually get to war before the intention to make it will be credited either here or abroad.” In a similar vein, the president wrote that, “Perceval [and his colleagues] . . . prefer war with us to a repeal of their Orders in Council. We have nothing left therefore, but to make ready for it.”

On November 4, 1811, Madison urged Congress to strengthen the nation’s defenses, which for the last eleven years under Republican rule had been allowed to deteriorate. He asked Congress to authorize an additional 10,000 men for the regular army, which would have brought it up to 20,000. Congress responded on January 11, 1812, by increasing bounties for an enlistment of five years from $12 to $16, plus three months pay and 160 acres of land, and it approved an increase in the regular army of 25,000—in other words, 15,000 more troops than the 10,000 Madison asked for. The legislation thus authorized a regular force of up to 35,000.

Republican malcontents like Senator William Giles of Virginia, eager to chastise the president for being too soft on Britain and too lax about keeping up the nation’s defenses, promoted the larger number. Giles, paradoxically, had been a strong supporter and, indeed, an intimate of President Jefferson, and he had worked hard for the election of Madison, but his antipathy toward Treasury Secretary Gallatin estranged him from the president, and he became a bitter opponent.

Madison felt that he would have great difficulty bringing the existing regular army up to full strength and then raising 10,000 more men. Enlisting 25,000 seemed impossible. Nonetheless, his supporters in the House approved the higher number, 94 to 34. Speaker Henry Clay declared that a larger army was indispensable to America’s “commerce, character, [and] a nation’s best treasure, honor!”

Considering its size and prosperity, the United States could have easily supported a regular force of 100,000, but Madison never wanted a large standing army, nor would Republicans in Congress have approved one, since they considered it a threat to the Constitution. Like Jefferson and most other Republicans, Madison intended to rely on state militias—citizen soldiers who could be organized, equipped, and trained ahead of time and then called upon when needed. Militiamen would serve only for brief periods before returning to their civilian pursuits, making it impossible for an American Caesar or Napoleon to misuse them.

In April, with war increasingly likely, Congress authorized the president to call up to 100,000 state militiamen for six months of federal service. The militiamen were an unknown quantity, however. It was not at all certain they could fight or would be willing to march beyond the country’s borders. Thirty days  later, Congress authorized Madison to call up 50,000 volunteers in addition to the militiamen and the regulars. Volunteers were neither militiamen nor regulars but something in between. They were men who served for brief periods of a few months and then went home. Regular army personnel signed on for five years. No one was confident that volunteers in sufficient numbers would respond to the president’s call. Indeed, it was unlikely they would. By June recruitment had produced no more than 5,000 additional men for the regular army, bringing it near 12,000, out of the authorized total of 35,000. The War Department was so disorganized it could not even give Congress exact figures on their present manpower.

The legislation also authorized the appointment of two major generals and five brigadier generals. The president, if he saw fit, could make one major general senior to the others and thus the leader of the army. Back on January 27, Madison had appointed the former secretary of war under Jefferson, sixty-two-year-old Henry Dearborn, as the senior major general, and he was given command of the entire northern army based outside Albany, New York. Dearborn’s advanced age did not seem to bother the president. A distinguished veteran of the Revolutionary War and a physician, Dearborn had been in the thick of the fighting from Bunker Hill to Valley Forge and Yorktown, rising to colonel and later, at the close of the war, serving on Washington’s staff as deputy quartermaster general. No one had seen more combat than Henry Dearborn, and no one was better acquainted with the suffering of the patriot army. After the war he had become a successful congressman and then, for eight years, Jefferson’s secretary of war. During that time he had formed a close personal relationship with Secretary of State Madison.

For his second major general, Madison appointed sixty-two-year-old Thomas Pinckney of South Carolina, to whom he gave command of the southern army. Pinckney had had a long, distinguished career as a soldier during the Revolution, as a diplomat afterward, and as a politician, but his capacity to lead an army at this stage in his life was limited. Congressman Nathaniel Macon of North Carolina, reflecting the views of many Southerners, observed that he “was not more at a loss to account for any proceeding than the nomination of Pinckney to be major-general.” Macon assumed Pinckney’s appointment was the work of Navy Secretary Paul Hamilton, who, he said, “is about as fit for his place as the Indian Prophet would be for Emperor of Europe.”

Macon’s slur against Paul Hamilton was a gross exaggeration. It’s true that Hamilton had been appointed in 1809 strictly for political reasons; he was a landsman, after all, with no obvious qualifications to lead the Navy Department. Madison appointed him first and foremost to achieve geographical balance in  his cabinet. Still, Secretary Hamilton had fought with distinction in the Revolutionary War in South Carolina under guerilla leaders like Francis Marion, and in 1804, after many years as a successful planter and local politician, he became governor of South Carolina. A strong patriot, Hamilton did his best to strengthen the navy with little help from the chief executive or the Republican Congress. Unfortunately, having little understanding of naval strategy, he was unable to give sound advice to the president on how to use the country’s limited naval resources. His appointment can only be seen as one more indication of the little regard Madison had for the navy.

 



 



ON NOVEMBER 4, 1811, Madison requested Congress to increase the navy. It was not that the president had suddenly become enamored of the fleet; rather, he wanted to send a message to London. On January 17 Langdon Cheves, chairman of the House Naval Committee, asked his colleagues to approve building twelve 74-gun ships-of-the-line and twenty frigates. That touched off an acrimonious debate that ended on January 27, with the House voting 62–59 to defeat a drastically reduced bill to add ten frigates to the navy. Instead of expanding the navy, Congress appropriated $600,000 to acquire timber over a three-year period. The message was the exact opposite of the one Madison wanted to send. Perceval could only view the bill’s defeat as another sign that the United States lacked the will to fight.

The arguments against expanding the navy had been heard inside and outside of Congress for many years, and they had not changed. A larger navy, its opponents said, would endanger liberty, plunge the country into unnecessary wars, and become an enormous burden on taxpayers. Congressman Adam Seybert of Philadelphia, the well-known scientist, warned that an expanded navy would not return to its small state after the war but would become a permanent force at great expense and “a powerful engine in the hands of an ambitious Executive.” Attempting to make the United States into a naval power, Seybert predicted, would likely destroy the Constitution. “We cannot contend with Great Britain on the ocean,” he said, “but we can undermine our form of government by trying to do so.”

The lack of Republican support did not prevent the navy from being ready when Congress declared war, however. Its leaders were veterans of two conflicts—the Quasi-War with France, from 1798 to 1800, and the war with Tripoli, from 1801 to 1805. They were eager to test their mettle against the British. Although the warships they commanded were old and few in number, these men were  anxious to prove they were the finest afloat. Composed entirely of volunteers, their crews included no shortage of experienced fighters. And all of them received far better treatment than their British counterparts, making their ships—other things being equal—more potent. In spite of the young navy’s excellence and fighting spirit, however, its small size would remain an enormous handicap.






CHAPTER FOUR

Madison’s Strategy


AS THE UNITED STATES approached war in the winter and spring of 1812, President Madison had a clear strategy for winning: while Napoleon was launching his widely anticipated invasion of Russia in the summer of 1812, the United States would invade lightly defended Canada. Bonaparte’s success in Russia and America’s in Canada, Madison expected, would bring Perceval to the negotiating table. The president’s strategy did not include a major role for the navy. He assumed, as he always had, that in the early stages of the war the Royal Navy would make quick work of the tiny American fleet. Instead of relying on the navy, Madison intended to unleash hundreds of privateers and bring pressure on British commerce, as privateers had done so successfully during the War of Independence. They would be America’s navy.

Madison’s confidence in Napoleon was widely shared in the United States and in Europe, particularly Britain. Long before the president urged Congress to declare war on June 1, it was common knowledge that the French dictator intended to invade Russia in 1812 as soon as the weather permitted. “If war should not commence soon,” wrote John Quincy Adams, the American ambassador in St. Petersburg, on October 11, 1811, “there is . . . nobody who thinks it possible it should be postponed longer than until next summer.” Napoleon was at the apogee of his power. The stupendous French forces gathering along the Russian frontier during the winter and spring of 1812 could not be hidden, and they looked invincible. By June 1812 his Grand Army had grown to an astonishing 600,000 plus, the largest in history. Czar Alexander could summon less than half  that number, and perhaps only a third. The belief that Russia would be on her knees in a matter of weeks was all but universal.

War between Napoleon and Alexander had appeared certain since at least December 31, 1810. On that date the czar issued a ukase (decree) that opened trade with Britain while imposing high tariffs on the French, thus breaking Napoleon’s continental trading system and ending Russia’s alliance with France. Knowing full well how violent Napoleon’s reaction would be, Alexander prepared for war. Few observers expected him to be able to withstand Bonaparte, but Alexander was determined to resist to the last. In the winter of 1811–12, General Mikhail Kutuzov defeated Russia’s old nemesis the Turks, ending for the moment their interminable conflict, which had flared up again in 1811. Kutuzov’s force could then combine with other elements of the Russian army and concentrate on the French and their allies. In April 1812 the czar further improved his position by making an alliance with Sweden, eliminating the possibility of Bernadotte’s army attacking St. Petersburg while Napoleon was invading Russia’s heartland.

In May, even as Bonaparte’s hordes were gathering along the Russian border, he demonstrated to the world his dominion over Europe by throwing a lavish ball for himself in Dresden, the capital of Saxony. The proud princes and monarchs of Europe, including those of Prussia and Austria, were required to attend and pay homage to their new master at his grand soiree. When the reluctant guests were assembled in the lavish ballroom of the King of Saxony, the crowd suddenly grew silent, and then a loud voice announced, “the emperor!” After a pause, Napoleon, dressed in his green uniform, made a dramatic, solitary entrance. His message was clear enough; he was not just the Emperor of France. He was The Emperor—certainly of Europe, but after that, who knew? In June 1812 it was hard to imagine what country, or what coalition, could curb his unlimited ambition. Once he subdued Russia and pacified Spain, Britain would stand alone. Could she survive the tidal wave that was sure to follow? It seemed unlikely.

The emperor had convinced nearly everyone that he was unbeatable, and Madison, it would seem, believed he was—at least for the moment. To be sure, Napoleon had 250,000 troops stuck in Spain for four years, unable to defeat the guerrillas and their British allies. Of course, it was Joseph Bonaparte leading the French army there, not his brother. It was widely assumed that once Napoleon turned his full attention to the Iberian Peninsula, he would prevail. Eventually the French dictator would overreach, Madison thought, and that would be the end of him. But for now he was supreme and a useful lever against the British.

In the wake of the grand May ball, Napoleon traveled to the front and took personal command of the Grand Army, his confidence—like that of his generals— absolute. Ignoring the yearning of all Europeans, including his own people, for an end to the mass killing that had been going on for twenty years, he was determined to bring Russia to heel. Once he had done so, his dominance of the European mainland would be complete. Britain would then be in danger of seeing the French dictator, in the not too distant future, strutting in London.

It appeared likely that after subduing Russia, Bonaparte would force the small British army out of Spain and Portugal, while simultaneously building a fleet large enough to challenge the Royal Navy in preparation for an invasion of the British mainland. Of course, there were other possibilities. After throwing Wellington out of the Iberian Peninsula, the emperor might eject Britain from Gibraltar, sweep across North Africa into Egypt, and from there push east with the compliance of his new Russian ally and conquer India, which he had long dreamed of doing. Sooner or later, though, he would invade Britain; there could be no doubt about it. Madison was sure that, faced with this reality, the intractable Perceval would at last seek a rapprochement with the United States.

To bring added pressure on the prime minister, Madison planned to invade Canada in the summer of 1812. Once in possession of even part of Canada, he would have a powerful bargaining tool, particularly when a French victory in Russia would threaten British security as never before. In addition, American privateers would be attacking British commerce and disrupting the supply line moving troops, equipment, money, and food to Wellington’s army in Portugal and Spain. The president even hoped that faced with the prospect of having to fight both France and the United States, the stubborn prime minister might come to terms without the need for actual combat.

 



 



EMBARRASSED BY HIS dependence on as noxious a dictator as Napoleon, and stung by Federalist accusations that he was a French puppet, Madison consistently denied that he timed his call for war to coincide with Bonaparte’s plunge into Russia. The president was always careful to distance himself in public from the French dictator, insisting that no matter what critics claimed, he was not allied with Napoleon nor dependent on him in any way and never would be. “Our government will not under any circumstances that may occur, form a political connection with France,” Madison wrote in Washington’s semiofficial National Intelligencer. “It is not desirable to enter the lists with the two great belligerents at once; but if England acts with wisdom, and France perseveres in her career of injustice and folly, we should not be surprised to see the attitude of the United States change toward these powers.”

Indifferent to Madison’s warnings, Napoleon attacked American commerce—to the limited extent he could, given the strength of the Royal Navy—throughout 1812. The armada of Yankee merchantmen supplying food to British forces in Spain annoyed the emperor. The ports of Lisbon and Cadiz, it seemed, were always crowded with American vessels, protected by British licenses that permitted them to ship food to Wellington’s army. French privateer attacks on these licensed merchantmen embarrassed and frustrated the president, but he continued to focus his anger on Britain, while condemning Bonaparte and denying any dependence on him.

Secretary of State Monroe underscored the distance the administration was keeping from Bonaparte in public by writing anti-French editorials in the National Intelligencer, which Madison sent to Joel Barlow, the harried American ambassador in Paris, telling him, “in the event of a pacification with Great Britain, the full tide of indignation with which the public mind here is boiling will be directed against France, if not obviated by a due reparation of her wrongs. War will be called for by the nation almost una voce.”

Many years later, in 1827, Madison continued to insist that the American declaration of war and Napoleon’s invasion happening at the same time were a “fortuitous” coincidence. “The moment chosen for the war,” he said, “would, therefore, have been well chosen with a reference to the French expedition against Russia; and although not so chosen, the coincidence between the war and the expedition promised at the time to be as it was fortuitous.”

“Had the French emperor not been broken down,” Madison wrote in the same letter, “as he was to a degree at variance with all probability and which no human sagacity could anticipate, can it be doubted that Great Britain would have been constrained by her own situation and the demands of her allies to listen to our reasonable terms of reconciliation?”

No matter how much Madison protested, however, the fact remained that without Bonaparte, his war strategy was incomprehensible. The normal instruments a president used to fight a war, namely, an army and a navy, were not available to him. The pigmy American navy could not contend with Britain’s mighty fleet, and the U. S. Army was in even worse shape than the navy. Led by a group of elderly generals, the army had not engaged in combat (except against Native Americans) since the end of the Revolution. Legislation in April 1808—hastily passed in response to the Chesapeake-Leopard affair—had authorized an increase in the regular force from 3,000 to 10,000, but its actual size fluctuated between 5,000 and 7,000. Low pay and miserly enlistment bonuses, coupled with America’s deep political divisions, made recruitment excruciatingly difficult.

In June 1812 the army had men scattered in twenty-three locations around the nation’s periphery. The tiny War Department was not organized to fight a major European power, and fifty-nine-year-old Dr. William Eustis, the secretary of war, was incapable of leading it. Eustis’s experience of war was as a surgeon many years earlier. He had never commanded a fighting unit. A former medical student of Dr. Joseph Warren—the legendary patriot leader killed during the Battle of Bunker Hill—Eustis had bravely tended the wounded during that famous fight, placing his own life in danger, and for the rest of the war he served as a doctor in the Continental Army. Eventually he went into politics and became a powerful Republican ally of Jefferson and Madison. As good a man as Eustis was, however, he was utterly unqualified to lead the War Department.

By the same token, even a person of greater ability would have had enormous problems managing the department, raising an army in a country where the vast majority of men did not want to serve, or invading Canada when the congressmen who urged doing so did not dare raise taxes to fund it. Congress’s refusal to increase taxes was an accurate barometer of public support for the war.

Even if the public were behind the war, the secretary had a staff of only eight clerks, and they had to handle Indian affairs and pensions as well as army business. Furthermore, Eustis did not have a quartermaster branch until the end of March 1812. Until then, that critical function was performed in the Treasury Department. From uniforms to food to artillery, the army suffered from organizational chaos. Only in the matter of muskets and gunpowder did the troops have adequate supplies. A vibrant small arms industry supplied the muskets, and gunpowder was plentiful.

Despite the well-known deficiencies of the army and navy, Madison could not let pass the singular opportunity presented by Napoleon’s invasion of Russia. The time to act was now, he thought; to wait would be to lose his best chance of moving Spencer Perceval to change his American policy. The president had been threatening war for so long that he feared if he delayed any longer he would lose all credibility.

Lack of preparedness was not a reason to avoid war, Madison insisted. He thought that real preparations would begin only when war was actually declared. “It had become impossible to avoid or even delay war,” he wrote, “at a moment when we were not prepared for it and when it was certain that effective preparations would not take place whilst the question of war was undecided.” The president hoped the declaration would bring the country together and set in motion a real push to arm. He did not envision a long war. The sudden, unexpected declaration of one, he thought, might be enough to change Perceval’s mind and bring peace before Christmas.

 



EVEN WITH THE army in the disorganized, embryonic state it was, Madison assumed—as did most Republicans, including Jefferson—that Canada was there for the taking. With a diverse population of less than half a million scattered over a wide expanse of territory and tenuously ruled by a not-very-popular British minority, the colony appeared exceptionally vulnerable. In the spring of 1812, forcing Britain out of Canada looked particularly easy. The British were tied down in Portugal, Spain, Sicily, Ireland, India, and the West Indies, and they now had to contend with an apparent Napoleonic victory in Russia. Only a token army of perhaps 7,000 of His Majesty’s regulars was stationed in the Canadian provinces, and they were dispersed from Halifax to Quebec to Montreal, and farther west at Kingston, York, Detroit, and Lake Huron. Provincial troops supplemented the regulars, but their capacity and commitment were suspect. It had become an article of faith among Madison’s supporters that, if attacked, Canada would fall like a ripe apple. Jefferson famously declared, “The acquisition of Canada this year [1812], as far as the neighborhood of Quebec, will be a mere matter of marching, and will give us experience for the attack of Halifax the next, and the final expulsion of England from the American continent.” Jefferson told Revolutionary War hero General Thaddeus Kosciusko, “The partisans of England here [the Federalists] have endeavored much to goad us into the folly of choosing the ocean instead of the land.... That would be to meet their strength with our own weakness, instead of their weakness with our strength.”

Chasing the British out of North America had long been a cherished dream of both Madison and Jefferson. Although they repeatedly denied being anti-British, their anger, in fact, ran deep. They had no love for Napoleon, but they believed the danger he presented was far less than that posed by Britain. The French dictator would eventually go too far, they felt; his ambition far exceeded his capacity, and, in any event, his system would die with him, whereas the British impulse to control the oceans and expand their empire had been exhibited for centuries through the reigns of many monarchs. Imperialism was inherent in the country’s nature, they believed, and therefore a greater danger.

Conquering Canada would deprive hostile Indian nations of critical support from the British and cut off the supply of natural resources Britain required for her economy and defense. As Napoleon spread his dominion over Europe and shut down trade with Britain, the raw materials needed to sustain the Royal Navy came increasingly from Canada, making this vast territory, once considered of limited use to the fleet, critically important.

Madison planned to make a sudden thrust across the Canadian border as soon as Congress declared war, capitalizing on the eagerness of people in the  western states of Kentucky, Ohio, and Tennessee and the territories of Indiana, Michigan, and Illinois to drive the British out of Canada. Along the entire American frontier, people were convinced that British agents operating out of Canada were inciting the Indian nations and supplying them with weapons. Feeling intensified when the charismatic chief Tecumseh and his brother Tenskwatawa (known as the Prophet) emerged as leaders of a movement to unite the tribes, north and south, and make them strong enough to secure their territory and their way of life. Tecumseh, who was part Shawnee and part Creek, adamantly opposed selling more Indian lands to the United States; he urged the tribes to remain true to their traditions and reject American attempts to turn them into docile farmers.

Tecumseh’s power grew appreciably on September 30, 1809, when William Henry Harrison, governor of the Indiana Territory, concluded the lopsided Treaty of Fort Wayne with the Potawatomis, Miamis, Eel Rivers, Delawares, Lenape, Weas, and Kickapoos, dispossessing the tribes of over three million acres for an equivalent of $5,250. This was but one in a series of unequal treaties that Harrison had concluded with the Indians. Since becoming governor of the newly formed Indiana Territory in 1800, he had carried out President Jefferson’s policy of turning as many Indians as possible into farmers. Jefferson wanted those who resisted to be driven west beyond the Mississippi. His policy left no room for Native Americans to remain on the land and pursue their traditional way of life.

The American government’s tactics outraged Tecumseh. His movement, which had been strengthening since 1810, grew even stronger when the Treaty of Fort Wayne became fully understood. The contest between Tecumseh, the Prophet, and Harrison eventually led to the Battle of Tippecanoe on November 7, 1811, which was portrayed as a victory for Governor Harrison but led Tecumseh and his growing number of followers to draw ever closer to the British.

Governor Harrison was a great hero among settlers along the frontier, where people mindlessly placed all the blame for sour relations with the tribes on the British. In the western states and territories frontiersmen were convinced that, deprived of British aid, the Indians could easily be driven beyond the Mississippi, allowing Americans to appropriate their lands. A tidal wave of farmers and speculators awaited their opportunity.

Annexing Canada also had support in other areas of the country, although to a far lesser degree than in the South and West. Congressman John Adams Harper of Deerfield (Manchester), New Hampshire, for instance, believed that, “The Author of Nature marked our limits in the south by the south of Mexico, and on the north by the regions of eternal frosts.”

Henry Clay, the new Speaker of the House in the 12th Congress, spoke for the westerners and southerners when he called for troops to drive Britain out of Canada. Clay was only thirty-four years old, and he was a new congressman, but he was nonetheless chosen Speaker. He provided the House of Representatives with more energy and direction than it had had since the days of Madison and Albert Gallatin in the 1790s. “We must take the continent from [the British],” he told the House. “I wish never to see a peace until we do.”

Clay’s enthusiasm was strengthened by the knowledge that perhaps 60 percent of Upper Canada’s population of 90,000 were recent immigrants from the United States in search of cheap land and no taxes. Britain formed Upper Canada in 1791 by dividing the old province of Quebec into Upper Canada in the west and Lower Canada to the east. Upper Canada ran from Montreal west along the St. Lawrence River, around the northern shores of Lake Ontario, Lake Erie, Lake Huron, and Lake Superior. The British attracted new immigrants to the sparsely populated province by offering them free land and no taxes. Henry Clay believed that the thousands of former American farmers who had emigrated to Upper Canada probably had no loyalty to the small coterie of upper-class British loyalists who ruled them or to the distant king in London.

A small group of talented young congressmen between the ages of twenty-nine and thirty-six—dubbed by Madison’s enemy, Congressman John Randolph of Virginia, as “War Hawks”—supported Clay. There were only about twelve War Hawks, but under Clay’s skilled leadership they dominated the House in the 12th Congress, which ran from March 1811 to March 1813, and they had a strong influence on the president.

Four of the War Hawks were from South Carolina—John C. Calhoun, William Lowndes, David R. Williams, and Langdon Cheves, the chairman of the Naval Committee. Two were from Kentucky, Richard M. Johnson and Joseph Desha, and another was from Tennessee, Felix Grundy. George M. Troup was from Georgia, Peter B. Porter from western New York, and John A. Harper from New Hampshire. Speaker Clay, his wife, Lucretia, and their six children lived in the same Washington boardinghouse—known as the “war mess”—with Cheves, Lowndes, Calhoun, and Grundy. On occasion, Secretary of State Monroe was a dinner guest.

Madison never acknowledged publicly that his aim was to annex Canada. The president insisted the invasion was for the purpose of obtaining a bargaining tool, not for conquest. On June 13, 1812, Monroe explained, “In case of war it might be necessary to invade Canada; not as an object of the war, but as a means to bring it to a satisfactory conclusion.” Few took him seriously. He  admitted himself that it would be “difficult to relinquish territory which had been conquered.”

Absorbing Canada was an old ambition of American patriots, going back to the earliest days of the Revolution. Once the United States had overrun Canada, it was inconceivable that Madison would give it back. The political backlash along the frontier would be fearsome. The president’s strongest allies in the South and the West would have strenuously objected.

Southerners, including the president, had more on their minds than just Canada. On June 26, only days after Congress declared war, the House, with Madison’s approval, passed a resolution allowing the president to occupy East Florida and the rest of West Florida. Madison had already occupied the portion of West Florida between the Mississippi and Pearl Rivers in 1810. He wanted to prevent the British from obtaining East Florida from their dependent ally Spain and also to realize an old dream of the South. On July 3, however, the Senate unexpectedly killed the measure by a vote of 16 to 14. Federalists voted against it as a bloc, and they were joined by Republicans Bradley of Vermont, Howell of Rhode Island, Leib of Pennsylvania, Giles of Virginia, and Samuel Smith of Maryland.

 



 



ALTHOUGH CANADA AND Napoleon were the most important elements of Madison’s grand strategy, he thought privateers and letters of marque would give America a potent sea force. He expected dozens and then hundreds of privateers to put out from American ports, as they had during the Revolution. And he foresaw American merchantmen routinely applying for letters of marque, arming themselves, and looking to increase profits by capturing whatever unlucky British merchantman crossed their paths.

Madison expected little or nothing from the official navy. To be sure, trying to divine how the United States could fight the mighty British fleet was next to impossible. After years of neglect under two Republican administrations, America’s navy—in a prosperous, seafaring country of nearly eight million—consisted of only twenty men-of-war, seven of which—the Chesapeake, Constellation, New York, Adams, Essex, John Adams, and Boston (all frigates and all built prior to Jefferson taking office in 1801)—were laid up for repairs. Some thought the Boston and the New York were so rotten they were beyond fixing. The Royal Navy, on the other hand, had 1,000 warships—at least 600 of which were continually at sea, while the rest were undergoing repairs or in various stages of completion.
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