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This book is dedicated to the memory of June and Fred Utt.





PARTICIPANTS IN THE WAR OF 1812


William Henry Allen. Lieutenant, USN. Served on the Chesapeake in her confrontation with Leopard in June 1806 and with Decatur on the United States when she captured Macedonian on 25 October 1812. Allen commanded Argus during its predatory voyage in the seas around the British Isles in the summer of 1813. He was mortally wounded in Argus’s defeat to HMS Pelican on 14 August 1813.


George Armistead. Major, USA. Commander of Fort McHenry, Baltimore, during the British bombardment of 13–14 September 1814.


John Armstrong. Veteran of the Revolutionary War, senator from New York, and Jefferson’s minister to France. Madison appointed Armstrong as secretary of war on 5 February 1813 to replace William Eustice. Armstrong resigned from the position in late August 1814 after the burning of Washington.


Joseph Bainbridge. Master commandant, USN. Younger brother of William Bainbridge. Given command of the brig Frolic in 1814.


William Bainbridge. Captain, USN. Served in the Quasi-War against France, lost the frigate Philadelphia to the Tripolitans during the Barbary Wars, and was in command of Constitution in its fight with Java off the coast of Brazil, 29 December 1812.


Robert H. Barclay. Captain, RN. Commander of the British squadron on Lake Erie in the battle of Put-in-Bay against Oliver Hazard Perry’s squadron on 10 September 1813.


Joshua Barney. On-and-off officer in the USN. Veteran of the Revolutionary War and privateer early in the War of 1812. He was reinstated in the navy in August 1813 to organize the naval defense of Baltimore and Washington.


James Barron. Commodore, USN. In command of the Chesapeake when it was attacked by Leopard off the Virginia Capes, 22 June 1807. An 1808 court-martial found him guilty of negligence and suspended him from service for five years without pay. Barron killed Stephen Decatur in a duel in 1820.


Henry Bathurst, third Earl Bathurst. Secretary of state for war and the colonies during the War of 1812.


James Biddle. Captain, USN. As a lieutenant under Captain Jacob Jones on the Wasp, participated in the fight with Frolic on 17 October 1812 and later commanded Hornet in the fight with Penguin on 23 March 1815.


Johnston Blakely. Captain, USN. Commanded Wasp in fight with HMS Reindeer on 28 June 1814, and with HMS Avon on 1 September 1814.


Sir Isaac Brock. Major general, British Army. Led British forces in attack on Fort Detroit, 16 August 1812, and in their counter-attack at Queenston, in which he was killed, 13 October 1812.


Sir Philip Bowes Vere Broke. RN. Captain of the frigate Shannon. Led the pursuit of Constitution off the coast of New Jersey in July 1812 and commanded the frigate in her fight with Chesapeake on 1 June 1813.


Jacob Brown. Brigadier general, USA. Defended the naval base at Sackets Harbor, New York, from British attack on 29 May 1813. He later participated in several battles along the New York–Canadian frontier, notably the advance on Montreal, Chippawa, Lundy’s Lane, and the defense of Fort Erie.


James Buchanan. Lieutenant, Pennsylvania militia. Served in the defense of Baltimore, fifteenth president of the United States.


William Bush. Lieutenant, USMC. Led the marine contingent aboard the Constitution in the fight with Guerriere on 19 August 1812.


John Surman Carden. Captain, RN. Captain of the Macedonian in her fight with Decatur’s United States on 25 October 1812. Eventually achieved rank of admiral.


John Cassin. Captain, USN. Commanded the naval artillery forces on Craney Island, Virginia, against a British attack on 22 June 1813.


Isaac Chauncey. Commodore, USN. In command of all U.S. naval forces on the Great Lakes from his base at Sackets Harbor and in direct command of the squadron on Lake Ontario.


Henry Clay. Member of U.S. House of Representatives from Kentucky, elected speaker of the House in 1808. Leader of the “War Hawk” faction agitating for war with Britain in response to impressments and the encouragement of Indian uprisings along the western frontier.


Sir Alexander Cochrane. Vice admiral, RN. Commander in chief of North American Station. Planned and commanded the August–September 1814 attacks on Washington and Baltimore and the January 1815 attack on New Orleans.


Sir George Cockburn. Rear admiral, RN. Led British forces that invaded the Chesapeake Bay in the summers of 1813 and 1814. With Major General Robert Ross, he led the capture and burning of Washington, 24 August 1814.


Sir Edward Codrington. Rear admiral, RN. Commanded and directed the British fleet in the attacks on Washington, Baltimore, and New Orleans. J



ohn Coffee. Colonel, Tennessee militia. General Andrew Jackson’s second in command during the Creek campaigns in Alabama, 1813–1814 and at New Orleans, December–January 1815.


George Croghan. Major, USA. Defended Fort Stephenson, Ohio, against combined British and Indian forces, 1–2 August 1813, and on 4 August 1814, led the land attack to retake Fort Michilimackinac, Michigan.


Benjamin W. Crowninshield. Replaced William Jones as secretary of the navy in December 1814.


James Richard Dacres. Captain, RN. Commanded the frigate Guerriere on patrol off the coast of the United States in the months leading up to the war; fought Constitution on 19 August 1812.


Henry Dearborn. General, USA. Veteran of the Revolutionary War, secretary of war and customs collector during the Jefferson administration. After war was declared, Madison offered Dearborn the rank of senior major general and command over the northern theater. He held overall command of several of the early campaigns from Queenston to York but suffered from poor health. Relieved of command on 6 July 1813.


Stephen Decatur. Commodore, USN. As a lieutenant during the Barbary Wars he defeated a squadron of Tripolitan gunboats and recaptured and destroyed the frigate Philadelphia in Tripoli Harbor. Promoted to commodore in 1807, he commanded the frigate United States in her fight with Macedonian on 29 October 1812 and the frigate President in her fight with a British squadron led by the frigate Endymion on 15 January 1815. Slain in a duel with Commodore James Barron, 1820.


George Downie. Captain, RN. Commanded the British squadron on Lake Champlain against Thomas Macdonough on 11 September 1814.


Sir Gordon Drummond. Lieutenant general, British Army. Appointed to command of the forces in Upper Canada in 1813, the Canadian-born Drummond moved aggressively to attack the American forces arrayed against him. During his tenure he was in overall command during the battles along the Niagara frontier (Lundy’s Lane and Fort Erie), and the 6 May 1814 raid on Oswego, New York.


Jesse Elliott. Lieutenant, USN. Initial commander of the brig Niagara at the battle of Put-in-Bay, Lake Erie, 10 September 1813, and Perry’s second in command on the lake.


Matthew Elliott. British Indian agent active in encouraging Indians to resist U.S. encroachment in Northwest Territories. Elliott led the Indians at the attack on Frenchtown, 22 January 1813.


William Eustis. Secretary of the army, March 1809–December 1812.


David Glasgow Farragut. Midshipman, USN. Nominally adopted by Captain David Porter and later commissioned as a midshipman, he served aboard the frigate Essex during its Pacific voyage in 1813.


Archibald Hamilton. Midshipman, USN. Son of Secretary of the Navy Paul Hamilton, he served under Decatur on the United States and the President and presented Macedonian’s flag to Dolley Madison at a naval ball in Washington, December 1812.


Paul Hamilton. South Carolina planter, governor, and veteran of the Revolutionary War. Secretary of the navy from 7 March 1809 to 31 December 1812.


Wade Hampton. Major general, USA. Veteran of the Revolutionary War and South Carolina planter. Hampton was assigned command of an army stationed in Plattsburgh, New York., but became subordinate to General James Wilkinson, a bitter rival. Involved in the attempt to capture Montreal in late 1813, Hampton subsequently resigned.


Thomas Masterman Hardy. Admiral, RN. Captain of Nelson’s flagship Victory at Trafalgar, 21 October 1805, and commanded a squadron blockading the U.S. coast during the War of 1812.


William Henry Harrison. One-time aid to General Anthony Wayne in the Northwest Territories, appointed governor of the Indiana territory. Harrison expanded white settlement in the region, escalating tensions with Indian tribes led by Tecumseh. Destroyed Prophet’s Town after narrow victory in battle of Tippecanoe, 7 November 1811. After William Hull’s surrender at Detroit, Harrison secured the military command in the Northwest, ahead of Brigadier General James Winchester, by obtaining the higher rank of major general in the Kentucky militia. Harrison was instrumental in defending the Northwest against further British incursion, and in late September 1813 he went on the offensive against Procter’s force in the Detroit region.


James Hillyar. Captain, RN. Commanded the frigate Phoebe against the frigate Essex under Captain David Porter’s command on 28 March 1814.


Samuel Houston. Lieutenant/ensign in the Tennessee militia under General Andrew Jackson during the campaign against the Creeks in Alabama. He was badly wounded at the battle of Horseshoe Bend.


Isaac Hull. Captain, USN. As a new lieutenant aboard Constitution, Hull fought in the Quasi-War with France. He commanded Enterprise and Argus in the Barbary Wars. Promoted to captain in 1806, Hull commanded the frigates Chesapeake and President until June 1810, when the more senior Commodore Rogers, then in command of Constitution, expressed an interest in commanding the President and exchanged ships with Hull. On 19 August 1812, Hull led the Constitution to victory over Guerriere in the North Atlantic.


William Hull. Brigadier general, USA. Uncle of Captain Isaac Hull, veteran of the Revolutionary War, appointed governor of the Michigan Territory in 1805. In 1812 Hull assumed command of the “North Western Army,” and Fort Detroit served as his headquarters in the early days of the war.


Joshua Humphrey. Philadelphia-based naval architect and shipbuilder whose innovative designs and strategic thinking were incorporated into America’s big frigates.


Salusbury Pryce Humphreys. Captain, RN. Commanded the Leopard in its confrontation with Chesapeake on 22 June 1806.


George Izard. Major general, USA. Appointed to command of land forces on the Canadian border in January 1814.


Andrew Jackson. Veteran of the Revolutionary War, Nashville lawyer, and general in the Tennessee militia. Jackson led the attacks on the Creek Indians in Alabama following the massacre at Fort Mims on 30 August 1813. Appointed a major general in the regular army on 18 June 1814, Jackson attacked and seized Pensacola from the Spanish and defended New Orleans against the British.


Thomas Jefferson. President of the United States, 1801–1809, a period of rising tensions with England over impressment and free trade. Responded with a program to expand the fleet of gunboats, which were largely ineffective during the subsequent war. His 1806 embargo of British imports inflicted more harm on the United States than on Britain.


Richard Mentor Johnson. A member of Congress from Kentucky and a colonel in the militia. He created a highly trained mounted force of Kentucky volunteers that patrolled the Northwest Territories and played a major role in the battle of the Thames, 5 October, 1813, at which he was credited with slaying Tecumseh.


Jacob Jones. Captain, USN. Lieutenant aboard Philadelphia when she ran aground in Tripoli Harbor. Promoted to master commandant and given command of the sloop Wasp, which fought the sloop Frolic on 18 October 1812.


Thomas ap Catesby Jones. Lieutenant, USN. Jones commanded five gunboats at the entrance to Lake Borgne, Louisiana, and on 14 December 1814 fought against a larger British assault force attempting to cross the lake and attack New Orleans.


William Jones. Veteran of the Revolutionary War, merchant, member of Congress from Pennsylvania, secretary of the navy from 12 January 1813 to 1 December 1814.


Francis Scott Key. Lawyer and officer in the militia of the District of Columbia. While attempting to secure the release of a civilian imprisoned by the British, Key witnessed the British bombardment of Fort McHenry in Baltimore. His poem commemorating the event—the future national anthem—became popular throughout the country.


Jean Lafitte. A French pirate-privateer-smuggler operating out of Barataria Bay, Louisiana. Aided Andrew Jackson during the British attack on New Orleans.


Henry Lambert. Captain, RN. Commanded the frigate Java in its fight with Constitution on 29 December 1812.


James Lawrence. Captain, USN. Decatur’s second in command in the recapture and destruction of the frigate Philadelphia in Tripoli Harbor. Lawrence commanded the sloop Hornet in its fight with the brig Peacock, 24 February 1813, and the frigate Chesapeake in its fight with Shannon, 1 June 1813. Remembered for his dying command on the Chesapeake, “Don’t give up the ship!”


Samuel Leech. Served aboard the Macedonian as a boy. Captured by the Americans, the fourteen-year-old Leech stayed in the U.S. and became a citizen. His book, A Voice from the Main Deck, is one of the few detailed accounts of the gruesome nature of ship-to-ship combat during the war.


Uriah Levy. Sailing master on Argus. A merchant captain in his family’s business, Levy asked to join the Argus under Henry Allen’s command. He was provided nominal officer status and given command of one of the prizes during the ship’s cruise in the English Channel and Irish Sea.


Thomas Macdonough. Master commandant, USN. One of “Preble’s Boys” in the Barbary Wars, he was a midshipman under Decatur in the recapture of the frigate Philadelphia in Tripoli Harbor. As a lieutenant, he built and commanded the U.S. squadron on Lake Champlain. He defeated the British squadron on 11 September 1814.


Alexander Macomb. Brigadier general, USA. When his superior, Major General George Izard, took half of the force at Plattsburg, New York, to the Niagara front, Macomb was left in command. He defended the town against a larger British force under General Sir George Prevost on 11 September 1814.


James Madison. President of the United States, 1809–1817. As commander in chief, he appointed incompetent but politically connected generals to important commands.


John Fordyce Maples. Captain, RN. Commanded Pelican against the Argus, August 1813.


James Monroe. Secretary of state (and for several months, 1814–1815, simultaneously secretary of war) under President Madison.


Charles Morris. Lieutenant commander, USN. Served with Decatur in the recapture of the frigate Philadelphia and as a lieutenant under Isaac Hull on the Constitution in her fight with Guerriere, in which he was severely wounded. He later assumed command of the small frigate John Adams.


Charles James Napier. Colonel, British Army. Participated in Chesapeake campaign of 1813.


Sir Edward Pakenham. Major general, British Army. Brother-in-law of the duke of Wellington, Pakenham served with distinction in Spain during the Napoleonic Wars. He was given command of the army in North America and led the British force at New Orleans on 8 January 1814.


Sir Peter Parker. Captain, RN. A nephew of Lord Byron, Parker commanded the frigate Menelaus during the British incursion into the Chesapeake under Cockburn during the summer of 1814.


Oliver Hazard Perry. Master commandant, USN. Assembled and commanded the seven ship squadron on Lake Erie, which defeated the British squadron under Captain Robert Barclay at Put-in-Bay on 10 September 1813.


Zebulon Montgomery Pike. Brigadier general, USA. A career army officer, Pike achieved early fame in his 1806–1807 exploration of the newly acquired Louisiana Territory. Pike led the ground forces in the attack on York, Ontario, on 27 April 1813.


David Porter. Captain, USN. Imprisoned at Tripoli when the Philadelphia was captured in the Barbary Wars. Commander of the frigate Essex during the War of 1812, Porter was the first American to capture a British ship (Alert on 13 August 1812). Cruising the Pacific during 1813 and early 1814, Porter captured fourteen British whalers. On 28 March 1814 he fought Phoebe and Cherub near Valparaiso, Chile.


William Preble. Commodore, USN. Preble commanded the U.S. naval forces during part of the Barbary Wars. He was a mentor to many of the young naval officers who later assumed major roles during the War of 1812, known as “Preble’s Boys.”


Sir George Prevost. Lieutenant general, British Army. Given command of British forces in North America on 4 July 1811, he later led a force from Canada to attack the American land and naval forces at Plattsburgh, New York, in September 1814.


Henry Procter (or Proctor). Major general, British Army. Leading the British forces on Canada’s western frontier, Procter had overall command of the attack on Fort Detroit, 16 August 1812, and thwarted American efforts to retake lost territory in the Northwest. Procter was in command of British forces when Harrison attacked on 5 October 1813 in the battle of the Thames (Ontario).


Samuel Chester Reid. Captain of the American privateer General Armstrong during its fight against a British squadron at Fayal in the Portuguese Azores on 26 September 1814.


Stephen Van Rensselaer. Major general, USA. In overall command of U.S. forces at the battle of Queenston, 13 October 1812.


Phineas Riall. Major general, British Army. Commander on the Niagara front in early 1814, Riall led the British forces in the battles of Chippawa and Lundy’s Lane, July 1814.


John Rodgers. Commodore, USN. After service in the Quasi-War and the Barbary Wars, Rodgers commanded the frigate President in its confrontation with the sloop Little Belt on 16 May 1811. Rodgers captured numerous merchant ships during the war but never saw action against another warship of comparable strength.


Robert Ross. Major general, British Army. After serving in Egypt and Spain during the Napoleonic Wars, Ross took command in June 1814 of a new army being assembled for North America. Ross led this force in its attack on Washington and Baltimore, August–September 1814.


Hercules Scott. Colonel, British Army. Fought at Lundy’s Lane and Fort Erie during the summer of 1814.


Winfield Scott. Brigadier general, USA. Led forces in numerous battles along the Niagara front, beginning with Queenston, 13 October 1812. On 27 May 1813, Scott led an amphibious attack on Fort George. He was again engaged on the Niagara front during the battles of Chippawa and Lundy’s Lane, July 1814.


Roger Hale Shaeffe. Major general, British Army. The American-born Shaeffe, in command of Fort George, reinforced the forces of the slain Brock at Queenston (13 October 1812); he was awarded a baronetcy for the victory. He commanded forces at York against the successful American attack on 27 April 1813.


Sir John Coape Sherbrooke. Lieutenant general, British Army. Lieutenant governor of Nova Scotia, he sent a naval force and five hundred troops to occupy Castine, Maine, in September 1814.


Moses Smith. Crewman aboard Constitution and John Adams. His memoirs of his service during the war, Naval Scenes in the Last War (1846), is one of the few detailed eyewitness accounts of the life aboard an American frigate during the War of 1812.


Samuel Smith. Major general, Maryland militia. In command of Fort McHenry, Baltimore, during the British attack in September 1814.


Charles Stewart. Captain, USN. Morris, then a lieutenant, commanded the operation that led to Decatur’s recapture of the Philadelphia. During the War of 1812, Stewart was captain of Constellation at Norfolk, under a British blockade. He later commanded Constitution on its final voyage of the war, during which she fought Cyane and Levant, 20 February 1815.


Zachary Taylor. Captain, USA. Defended Fort Harrison on the Wabash, Vincennes, Indiana, and Fort Madison and conducted numerous engagements with Indians and British forces in present-day Iowa and Wisconsin.


Tecumseh. Shawnee chief in the Indiana Territory and powerful advocate of a return to traditional customs and resistance to white encroachment. Supported by the British, Tecumseh incited the Creeks and other tribes in Alabama to resist white settlers. Slain (reputedly by Richard Mentor Johnson) while fighting with the British in the battle of Thames,Ontario, 5 October 1813.


Tenskwatawa (the “Prophet”). Brother and collaborator of Tecumseh. Fought William Henry Harrison at Tippecanoe, 7 November 1811.


John Vincent. Brigadier general, British Army. Commander of Fort George on Lake Ontario when Winfield Scott’s amphibious force attacked on 27 May 1813.


Sir James Borlase Warren. Admiral, RN. Commander in chief on the North American Station, 1807–1810 and 1813–1814. Warren was replaced in March 1814 when the North American command was divided and Admiral Cochrane was appointed to succeed him.


Lewis Warrington. Master commandant, USN. Commanded Peacock in fight with Epervier, 18 April 1813, and fought the last naval battle of the war against Nautilus, 1 July 1815, in the Indian Ocean.


George Washington. President of the United States, 1789–1797. In March 1794 he signed into law a bill authorizing the construction of Constitution and five other frigates.


William Weatherford (Red Eagle). Son of a Scottish trader and Creek mother, Red Eagle became a leader of the Red Stick faction of the Creeks and led 750 warriors against Fort Mims in August 1813. He also led the Red Sticks in several other battles with Andrew Jackson and General John Floyd in Mississippi Territory (present-day Alabama) in 1813 and 1814.


James Wilkinson. Major general, USA. A veteran of the Revolutionary War and a controversial figure during the early nineteenth century, Wilkinson commanded the armies of the northeast. On 17 October 1813 he embarked from Sackets Harbor, New York, to attack Montreal.


James Winchester. Brigadier general, USA. Serving under Harrison in the Northwest, Winchester fought Procter’s force at Frenchtown (Michigan) in January 1813.


William Winder. Brigadier general, USA. Organized and led the defense of Washington, D.C., in August 1814.


Sir James Lucas Yeo. Commodore, RN. Commanded forces on the Great Lakes from his base at Kingston, Ontario.





TIMELINE OF KEY EVENTS IN THE WAR OF 1812


August 1785: frigate Alliance sold to Philadelphia merchant; U.S. Navy and U.S. Marine Corps disbanded.


October–November 1793: Barbary pirates seize eleven U.S. merchant ships in the Mediterranean.


27 March 1794: President Washington signs bill authorizing the construction of six new frigates—Constitution, United States, President, Congress, Constellation, and Chesapeake.



10 May 1797: USS United States launched in Philadelphia.


7 September 1797: USS Constellation launched in Baltimore.


21 October 21 1797: USS Constitution launched in Boston.


1 August 1798: Battle of the Nile (Aboukir Bay)—British fleet under Nelson destroys French fleet off Egypt.


9 February 1799: Quasi-War with France intensifies when USS Constellation captures French frigate L’Insurgent in the Caribbean in first combat of the conflict.


10 August 1799: USS Congress launched in Portsmouth, New Hampshire.


30 September 1799: USS Essex launched at Salem, Massachusetts.


2 December 1799: USS Chesapeake launched at Gosport Shipyard, Portsmouth, Virginia.


10 April 1800: USS President launched in New York.


2 April 1801: Copenhagen Raid—British fleet under Nelson defeats Danish fleet.


31 October 1803: Philadelphia runs aground in Tripoli Harbor; Captain William Bainbridge and crew taken captive.


16 February 1804: Lieutenant Stephen Decatur of USS Intrepid recaptures and destroys the Philadelphia.



21 October 1805: Battle of Trafalgar—Nelson mortally wounded in victory over combined French and Spanish fleets.


25 April 1806: HMS Leander fires on the American merchant ship Republic off New York City, killing seaman John Pierce.


7 January 1807: Great Britain issues order in council against neutral trade with its enemies, notably France.


22 June 1807: HMS Leopard fires on Chesapeake off Virginia Capes and seizes four deserters from Chesapeake.


22 December 1807: Congress passes President Jefferson’s proposed embargo.


16 May 1811: Confrontation between President and HMS Little Belt in the Atlantic.


7 November 1811: Battle of Tippecanoe and destruction of Prophet’s Town, Indiana.


1 June 1812: President Madison asks Congress to declare war on Great Britain.


18 June 1812: Madison signs declaration of war following congressional approval.


5 July 1812: Constitution under Captain Isaac Hull departs Annapolis for New York; Hull’s orders entitle him to attack, capture, and defend.


12 July 1812: U.S. forces under Brigadier General William Hull cross the Detroit River and attack British positions in Upper Canada.


15–19 July 1812: Constitution encounters squadron of five British warships—Shannon, Africa, Aeolus, Guerriere, and Belvidera—off New Jersey.


17 July 1812: British capture the American Fort Michilimackinac, Lake Huron.


13 August 1812: Essex under Captain David Porter captures HMS Alert in the Atlantic.


15 August 1812: Americans besieged by Potawatomi in Fort Dearborn (Chicago) evacuate on General Hull’s orders; most are killed or captured within a few hours of leaving the fort.


16 August 1812: General Hull surrenders Fort Detroit to Major General Isaac Brock.


19 August 1812: Constitution sinks Guerriere in North Atlantic.


4 October 1812: British attack Ogdensburg, New York.


13 October 1812: Battle of Queenston (Niagara frontier); Brock is killed, Lieutenant Colonel Winfield Scott captured.


18 October 1812: USS Wasp under Master Commandant Jacob Jones defeats HMS Frolic in North Atlantic but is later captured by HMS Poictiers.


25 October 1812: United States under Commodore Stephen Decatur captures HMS Macedonian in the Atlantic off Africa.


8 December 1812: Midshipman Archibald Hamilton of the United States presents Macedonian’s flag to Dolley Madison at naval ball in Washington.


29 December 1812: Constitution under Bainbridge defeats HMS Java in the Atlantic off Brazil.


18–23 January 1813: Battles of Frenchtown and River Raisin (Michigan).


22 February 1813: USS Hornet under Master Commandant James Lawrence sinks HMS Peacock off northern coast of South America.


3 March 1813: British fleet under Rear Admiral George Cockburn enters Chesapeake Bay to disrupt commerce and raid coastal towns and fortifications.


4 March 1813: After an arduous journey around Cape Horn, Essex under Porter enters the Pacific Ocean.


26 March 1813: British squadron attacks and seizes four Baltimore Clippers in the Rappahannock River, Virginia.


27 April 1813: Combined U.S. sea and land force captures British provincial capital at York (Toronto) on Lake Ontario.


29 April 1813: Cockburn attacks Frenchtown, turned back at Elkton, Maryland.


3 May 1813: Cockburn attacks Havre de Grace, Maryland.


5 May 1813: British and Indian force under Major General Henry Procter attacks Fort Meigs, Ohio; Americans suffer heavy casualties but hold the fort.


6 May 1813: Cockburn attacks Fredericktown and Georgetown, Maryland.


27 May 1813: Combined U.S. sea and land force captures Fort George at mouth of Niagara River on Lake Ontario.


29 May 1813: British attack U.S. naval base at Sackets Harbor, New York, but are turned back.


5 June 1813: Americans turned back at Stoney Creek, Ontario.


22 June 1813: Battle of Craney Island, Virginia; British are turned back.


25 June 1813: Same British force attacks and loots Hampton, Virginia.


20 July–13 August 1813: USS Argus under Commander William Henry Allen enters British waters; eventually sinks or captures twenty-one British merchant ships.


21 July 1813: Procter lays siege to Fort Meigs; held off again by General William Henry Harrison.


1 August 1813: Procter attacks Fort Stephenson, Ohio; turned back after two-day siege by U.S. force under Lieutenant George Croghan.


10 August 1813: Cockburn’s force attacks St. Michaels, Maryland.


14 August 1813: Argus is defeated by HMS Pelican in Irish Sea; Allen is killed.


30 August 1813: Massacre at Fort Mims, Alabama, by Creek Indians (Red Stick faction) under William Weatherford (“Red Eagle”).


10 September 1813: American squadron on Lake Erie under Master Commandant Oliver Hazard Perry captures an entire British squadron at Put-in-Bay, Ohio.


27 September 1813: British under Procter and their Indian allies under Tecumseh abandon Fort Detroit and Fort Amherstburg and retreat east to Burlington, Ontario.


5 October 1813: American force of regulars and militia under Harrison defeat Procter’s combined force at the Thames River, Ontario; Tecumseh is killed, Procter escapes.


17 October 1813: U.S. force led by Major General James Wilkinson departs Sackets Harbor for voyage down St. Lawrence River to attack Montreal.


October 1813: Porter and the Essex, accompanied by captured vessels, sail west across the Pacific to the Marquesas for repairs, rest, and recreation.


9 November 1813: Major General Andrew Jackson leads regulars and Tennessee militia against the Creeks at Talladega, Alabama.


11 November 1813: Wilkinson’s force battles British at Crysler’s Farm, Ontario, on way to Montreal.


December 1813: Americans evacuate Niagara frontier; British reclaim lost land, occupy Fort Niagara, attack Buffalo and Black Rock, New York.


13 December 1813: Essex departs the Marquesas for coast of South America.


23 December 1813: Jackson leads regulars and Tennessee militia against Creeks at Holy Ground, Alabama.


22 January 1814: Battle of Emuckfaw Creek, Alabama.


3 February 1814: Essex anchors in Valparaiso harbor, Chile.


7 February 1814: HMS Phoebe under Captain James Hillyar and HMS Cherub arrive at Valparaiso and attempt to blockade Essex in the harbor.


27–28 March 1814: Jackson’s regulars and militia rout Creeks at Horseshoe Bend, Alabama.


28 March 1814: Essex’s attempted escape from Valparaiso foiled by a broken mast; Porter surrenders to Hillyar.


March–April 1814: Napoleon abdicates, is exiled to Elba; experienced British infantry and officers are freed up for redeployment to North American conflict.


20 April 1814: USS Frolic under Master Commandant Joseph Bainbridge (brother of William) surrenders to HMS Orpheus after long chase in the Caribbean.


29 April 1814: USS Peacock under Master Commandant Lewis Warrington captures HMS Epervier in the Caribbean.


28 June 1814: Wasp under Master Commandant Johnston Blakely sinks HMS Reindeer in the Atlantic.


5 July 1814: American regulars under Major General Jacob Brown and Brigadier General Winfield Scott defeat British under Major General Phineas Riall at Chippawa on the Canadian side of the Niagara River.


25 July 1814: An American attack force is turned back in an exceptionally bloody fight at Lundy’s Lane on the Canadian side of the Niagara River.


4 August 1814: American attack on Fort Michilimackinac led by Croghan fails to dislodge British defenders.


15 August 1814: British under Major General Gordon Drummond attack Americans at Fort Erie; the attack fails, but the siege lasts until mid-September, when the British eventually give up.


16 August 1814: British fleet under Cochrane returns to the Chesapeake and conducts numerous raids on coastal towns, farms, and settlements in Maryland and Virginia through September.


19 August 1814: Large British force under Major General Robert Ross lands at Benedict, Maryland, near Washington.


24 August 1814: Ross’s force overcomes combined American regulars and militia at Bladensburg, Maryland, on the outskirts of Washington and occupies the capital that evening.


25 August 1814: British burn the U.S. Capitol and the President’s House (White House); they evacuate that evening and re-board their ships the next day.


1 September 1814: British force under Lieutenant General Sir John Coape Sherbrooke attacks and occupies Castine, Maine, gaining control of a substantial portion of the northern coast of Maine.


11 September 1814: Master Commandant Thomas Macdonough leads U.S. squadron to victory against the British squadron at Plattsburgh Bay, Lake Champlain.

———: Lieutenant General Sir George Prevost withdraws the British force from Plattsburgh and returns to Montreal.


12 September 1814: Ross’s force disembarks at Long Point, Maryland; later that day it attacks and turns back the Americans’ first line of defense.

———: Ross killed by American sniper; Colonel Arthur Brooke assumes command.


13 September 1814: British naval force begins the bombardment of Fort McHenry in Baltimore Harbor.


14 September 1814: British land force under Brooke declines to attack Baltimore fortifications and returns to ships; Francis Scott Key writes “The Star-Spangled Banner.”


15 September 1814: British land and naval attack on Fort Boyer, Alabama, is repelled.


26 September 1814: British attack on American privateer General Armstrong, under Captain Samuel Chester Reid, at Fayal in the Azores delays arrival of British infantry for attack on New Orleans.


5 November 1814: Americans abandon Fort Erie and return to U.S. territory.


7 November 1814: American force under Andrew Jackson attacks and occupies Spanish-held Pensacola, Florida.


26–27 November 1814: British fleet leaves Negril, Jamaica, for the attack on New Orleans.


14 December 1814: Five gunboats under Lieutenant Thomas ap Catesby Jones stationed at the entrance to Lake Borgne, Louisiana, succumb to larger attacking British force.


21 December 1814: British land at Villiers Plantation, Louisiana, and establish camp.


23 December 1814: Jackson conducts a night attack on British encampment at Villiers Plantation.


24 December 1814: U.S. and British negotiators in Ghent, Flanders, sign peace treaty.


8 January 1815: Jackson’s entrenched force turns back the British attack at Chalmette, Louisiana.


15 January 1815: Decatur surrenders frigate President to British squadron in the Atlantic.


27 January 1815: British evacuate Louisiana.


11 February 1815: HMS Favorite arrives in New York City with Treaty of Ghent and news of peace.


14 February 1815: Treaty reaches Washington.


16 February 1815: Senate approves treaty and President Madison signs it, ending the war.


20 February 1815: Constitution under Captain Charles Stewart captures HMS Cyane and HMS Levant off the coast of Africa near Madeira.


23 March 1815: Hornet under Captain James Biddle defeats HMS Penguin in South Atlantic.


18 June 1815: Duke of Wellington defeats Napoleon at Waterloo.


30 June 1815: Peacock under Warrington defeats HMS Nautilus in Indian Ocean.





INTRODUCTION


At the 1912 annual meeting of the American Historical Association, held that year in Boston, one of America’s preeminent historians, Charles Francis Adams, the great-grandson of John Adams, gave the keynote address to an audience of distinguished academics and public officials, including former President Theodore Roosevelt, who was now president of the Association. Adams’s theme was the widely discussed—and controversial—issue of whether the United States was a “world power” and, if so, when did she become one. He answered in the affirmative, and gave the moment of her rise to preeminence:
I propose to specify the exact day of the year and month and week, the hour and almost the minute at which the United States blazed as an indisputable world power on the astonished, and, for some time yet, incredulous nations. To be specific, it was at thirty minutes after six o’clock of the afternoon of Wednesday, August 19, 1812. On that day and at that hour, just twenty weeks over a hundred  years ago, this country, I confidently submit, became a nationality to be reckoned with; and such it has ever since been.





Adams did not have to remind his audience what had happened at that specified moment. They all knew, as did every schoolboy in the nation. That was the moment when the American frigate Constitution shattered and sank the British frigate Guerriere in the first major sea battle of the War of 1812.

The significance of that victory—that the United States had achieved the rank of world power within a few decades of its birth—resonated with Americans for decades before and after Adams’s address. A century after the war, the American intellectual elite were still thrilled by the U.S. military success against the imperial might of Great Britain.

But time has passed, and that battle and the war it inaugurated have slipped from our collective remembrance and from the pages of our history books.

It is said that the trouble with trying to learn history is that they keep adding to it. From the day our nation was founded, Americans have been making history at a heady pace. Finding space on the cluttered shelves of our memory for the new “stuff” forces us into periodic house cleanings to make way for it. In the process, events that no longer seem as important as they once did get condensed into smaller spaces, while others get carted off to the historical attic.

The War of 1812, in which a small, upstart country defied the world’s most fearsome military power, is one of those events that has undergone vigorous historical condensation over the past several decades. Indeed, until quite recently, it looked like it was being packed up for attic storage. The title of a book published in 1990 might have astonished Charles Adams: The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict.

Trends in high school history textbooks, a handy benchmark of who’s in and who’s out, suggest that the War of 1812 is boxed and on its way up the stairs. L. D. Baldwin’s and M. S. Warring’s History of Our Republic, published in 1965, was typical of its time, devoting twelve of its eight hundred pages to the War of 1812 and containing three references to Commodore Stephen Decatur, including a brief sidebar biography, whom the authors praised as “one of the authentic heroes of the War of 1812.”

A high school text book of similar sophistication, Pathways to the Present, published in 1998, gives only two pages to the War of 1812 and makes no mention of Decatur, in whose honor scores of American cities, counties, libraries, ships, and streets have been named since his tragic death in 1820.

A nine-month high school class attempting to cover four centuries of American history can spend only so much time on the War of 1812, of course. When History of Our Republic was published, the civil rights movement was just getting under way, the Vietnam War lay almost entirely in the future, the Cold War was far from settled, Islam was an inconsequential actor on the world stage, and no one could assume that America would close out the twentieth century as the transcendent military and economic power.

But for many of our ancestors, including some still living, the War of 1812 marked America’s coming of age, when she took her rightful place among the leading nations of the world. It was in the years immediately after the war that the people of the United States began to think of themselves as “Americans,” an appellation that had been mostly used by the British, and as a term of derision. Prior to the war, our ancestors thought of themselves as Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, or Virginians—people identified by their state or region who had joined together in a whole that remained very much the sum of its parts.

Somewhere along the way, perhaps during the latter part of the twentieth century, the War of 1812—sometimes called the Second War of ndependence—began to fade from memory and drift out of our curricula. Perhaps it was too identified with the heroic and the romantic at a time when the heroic and the romantic had fallen out of fashion among professional historians.

The heroic and the romantic have lived on, however, in popular fiction through the prodigious talent of a half-dozen or so bestselling British novelists who embraced “the age of fighting sail” as their theme. Though their stories deal primarily with Britain’s naval conflict with Napoleon, several of these writers provide memorable accounts—thinly disguised as fiction—of some of the epochal sea battles of the War of 1812 through the eyes of their British protagonists.

For more than half a century, American readers have been devouring the books of these British authors, with their quasi-fictional adventures of British naval officers going to sea in mighty wooden sailing ships to battle England’s enemies, including us! C. S. Forester created the genre in 1937 with his first Horatio Hornblower novel. In the 1970s C. Northcote Parkinson took time off from weightier endeavors like creating “Parkinson’s Law” to write his Richard  Delancey series of Napoleonic nautical novels. Also widely read on both sides of the Atlantic are Dudley Pope’s Nicholas Ramage series, Richard Woodman’s Nathaniel Drinkwater series, and perhaps most popular of all, Patrick O’Brian’s twenty-novel series featuring Jack Aubrey and Stephen Maturin, which has sold eight million copies since Master and Commander was published in 1970.

Although these books are largely devoted to England’s struggle against the French and its shifting array of allies and conquests, several authors, notably O’Brian, occasionally venture across the North Atlantic to the renewed conflict with their former colonies. In The Fortune of War, Jack Aubrey witnesses the battles between Java and Constitution and between Chesapeake and Shannon, while The Far Side of the World follows Aubrey’s voyage across the Pacific in search of USS Norfolk, a fictionalized version of the hunt for David Porter, whose USS Essex was devastating the British whaling fleet. In The Reverse of the Medal, Letter of Marque, and Wine-Dark Sea, Aubrey tangles with a couple of the five hundred or more American privateers who captured or sank an estimated 1,345 British merchant ships during the War of 1812.

And while C. S. Forester is famous for the Hornblower series and for his immensely readable The Age of Fighting Sail (1956), a historical account of America’s naval actions against the British during the War of 1812, few know of The Captain from Connecticut (1941), his only fictional account of the war from an American perspective. The book’s snowy opening scene in New York Harbor bears a striking resemblance to the launch of Decatur’s ill-fated voyage in the President.


However compelling, dramatic, heroic, and wonderfully romantic these works of fiction are, few of their avid readers realize that the men who actually fought these battles were vastly more interesting than their fictional counterparts. There was a reason that Patrick O’Brian modeled Jack Aubrey and the Sophie after Sir Thomas Cochrane and his sloop of war Speedy. Aubrey’s fictional taking of the Spanish xebec-frigate Cacafuego in Master and Commander is a close retelling of Cochrane’s taking of El Gamo. As the ships closed for boarding, Speedy’s surgeon, Mr. Guthrie, took the helm of the vessel, much as Dr. Stephen Maturin does in Master and Commander, allowing Aubrey to lead his crew onto the enemy frigate. Indeed, in an Author’s Note, O’Brian acknowledges his historical sources: 
When one is writing about the Royal Navy of the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries it is difficult to do full justice to one’s subject; for so very often the improbable reality outruns fiction. Even an uncommonly warm and industrious imagination could scarcely produce the frail shape of Commodore Nelson leaping from his battered seventy-four-gun Captain through the quarter-gallery window of the eighty-gun San Nicholas, taking her, and hurrying on across her deck to board the towering San Josef of a hundred and twelve guns.





Just as all the creative talent in the world could not invent a character like Nelson, no novelist could invent the ferocious and cunning Stephen Decatur, the firey David Porter, the bitter William Bainbridge in search of redemption, or the rough old salt Isaac Hull, on whose stout shoulders the hope of a young nation rested in the first month of war.

This is their story, and the story of the thousands of other American men and boys who stood behind the guns and gave better than they got.





CHAPTER ONE

AMERICA AND BRITAIN DRIFT TOWARD WAR


In his memoirs of his time as a sailor aboard the American frigates Constitution and John Adams during the War of 1812, Moses Smith recounts a tragic story about an American seaman’s attempt to escape British impressment—a form of abduction and involuntary naval service practiced by recruiters for the Royal Navy in the early nineteenth century:
About this time the John Adams arrived at Annapolis from a foreign cruise, and from her men we learned of a striking case of heroism, which is worthy to be told. A coloured seaman belonging to New York had been pressed into English service, and when the Adams was lying off their coast, he got an opportunity to come on board of her as one of a boat’s crew, sent with an officer upon some errand. Thinking now his time had come to escape from the British, he determined if possible not to return. Accordingly, as he stood on the deck of the Adams, he suddenly seized a boarding axe, and in the presence of the crew, cut off the fingers of his right hand  at a single blow. Then with his left hand holding up the bloody weapon, he exclaimed, “Now let the English take me if they want me.” However disabled as he was, they took him back, our officers having no power to interfere. If patriotism be anything but a name, then surely this noble african deserved a better fate. There are exalted qualities often concealed beneath a darkened skin.1






Exactly how many Americans were impressed by the British is uncertain because of spotty record-keeping and limited reporting. Estimates range from a low of 2,500 to a high of 25,000 sailors. One source contends that about 2,400 seamen were impressed between 1792 and 1802.2 When Captain Thomas Masterman Hardy sailed HMS Victory through the French line at Trafalgar and into Redoubtable’s port,3 twenty-two impressed American sailors were serving aboard Nelson’s flagship.4 In 1805, British warships took up permanent station outside American ports to inspect American ships for British-born sailors, and the British consul in New York City as much as admitted that the port was effectively under blockade. Seizures of U.S. seamen resumed with vigor, and by the time America declared war in June 1812, impressments had tripled to about 7,500.

Britain’s practice of impressment was driven by severe manpower shortages and the need to maintain a vast naval fleet and army to counter those of Napoleon. By 1812, Britain had been at war with France and its allies for all but a few of the past twenty years in a conflict that had been raging on and off for many decades before. The origins of the current conflict could be said to have stretched back to the Seven Years War, fought between 1754 and 1760, and known to Americans as the French and Indian War. That war led to the loss of French Canada to the British, and the pursuit of revenge led France to provide essential military support to the American colonies during their War of Independence. When Napoleon seized power in 1799, Anglo-French warfare resumed with a vengeance and continued at a high intensity until Napoleon was defeated at Waterloo in 1815.

This perpetual state of war stretched Britain’s resources to the limits. Among the many problems she confronted were substantial and pervasive manpower shortages in the navy. With the work demanding, pay low, discipline severe, and risk of death high from disease, injury, and combat, the British fleet—which at times numbered as many as a thousand ships—struggled with  a perennial shortage of seamen. During the Seven Years War the Royal Navy lost 133,700 men to disease and desertion alone.5 When war with France flared up again in 1793 and continued largely unimpeded through the next several decades, the navy suffered an estimated additional 92,386 deaths from all sources, with deaths from combat accounting for the smallest number of all.6 By 1812, most British ships were going to sea with less than a full complement, and many of those on board were inexperienced boys.

Such harsh and dangerous conditions deterred enlistment and encouraged desertions by those already in service. Desertions of able-bodied seamen ran high during these years, and many British deserters sought refuge in the American merchant fleet or navy, where the pay was higher, terms of enlistment shorter, and conditions better. One naval historian notes that “the problem was particularly acute for the detached squadrons operating in American waters, where individual desertions occurred daily, and where occasionally the entire crew of a small British naval vessel would mutiny, run the ship in to the American coast, and desert en masse.”7 Lord Nelson estimated that as many as 42,000 men had deserted between 1793 and 1802 and noted that “whenever a large convoy is assembled at Portsmouth and our fleet is in port, not less than 1,000 men desert from our navy.”8


With the powerful navy essential to Britain’s national defense and economic prosperity, British officers often went to extreme lengths to fill out their crews through impressment. Although the practice of impressment is often associated with wars of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, such abductions had been a staple of British recruiting practices well before then, as Falstaff observes in Shakespeare’s King Henry IV:
If I be not ashamed of my soldiers, I am a soused gurnet. I have misused the king’s press damnably. I have got, in exchange of a hundred and fifty soldiers, three hundred and odd pounds. I press me none but good householders; yeoman’s sons; inquire me out contracted bachelors . . . . 9






In the early years of the Napoleonic Wars, impressment was largely limited to the British Isles, where press gangs roamed the streets of coastal cities and abducted able-bodied males to serve aboard warships. As time passed, few able-bodied men were foolish enough to wander the streets of port cities at  night, forcing the navy to extend its impressment activities farther afield. The ships of the neutral and militarily weak German seafaring states of Bremen and Hamburg were favorite targets of British officers for impressed sailors, as were those of the neutral United States, whose vast merchant fleet and naval ships often included among their crew many seamen who had emigrated, legally or illegally, from Britain and Ireland to America.

Because Britain did not recognize U.S. naturalization law, any British-born seaman working an American ship, even if he was a naturalized citizen and had the papers to prove it, was fair game for an English ship short of crewmen. The principle behind these seizures, regardless of naturalization, was the doctrine of inalienable allegiance, according to which anyone born a British subject remained a subject himself and could be seized long after he emigrated and acquired citizenship elsewhere.10 Or as the Times noted, “The Americans cannot, by any verbal process whatever, rob England of her right to the services of English-born subjects. They cannot naturalize against nature.”11


While American anger grew over the practice of impressment, the British ignored the complaints and justified the practice by noting that America’s navy and the nation’s vast merchant fleet had become welcome havens to British deserters. President Jefferson’s Treasury secretary, Albert Gallatin, estimated that as many as five thousand British seamen were employed in the U.S. merchant fleet in 1803, but some later studies place this number as high as twenty thousand,12 accounting for a substantial share of the estimated fifty thousand to one hundred thousand seamen serving on American merchant vessels at the time.13 The historian Donald Hickey estimates that as many as ten thousand Americans may have been impressed into British service during the French Revolutionary and the Napoleonic Wars.14 In part, the attraction of work aboard U.S. vessels may also have stemmed from the 1790 Act for the Government Regulation of Seamen, which established minimum standards of work and medical care on board U.S. ships.

British sailors also served aboard U.S. warships, sometimes in large numbers. In 1803, while struggling to raise a crew for the Constitution, Commodore Preble complained, “I don’t believe I have 20 native American sailors on board” of the 165 or so present.15 On one cruise during 1807, 149 of Constitution’s crew of 419 were said to be British subjects,16 and even during the warfare that began in earnest in 1812, evidence suggests a continuing British presence on U.S. warships, though probably a fairly small one given that the death sentence would now apply to deserters to the enemy.

Many desertions occurred when British ships visited American and other foreign ports for repair and provisions, which in turn encouraged British officers to confine their sailors to the ship while in port, further adding to the misery of being a British sailor. One British seaman who escaped by jumping overboard in New York Harbor claimed he had not been off his ship in nine years. But even these extreme measures were sometimes overcome, as when in 1807 more than forty members of the crew of HMS Jason mutinied in New York Harbor in an attempt to flee British service.17 Samuel Johnson once observed, “No man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into jail; for being in a ship is being in a jail, with the chance of being drowned.”18


Although by comparison with the American navy, life aboard a British warship was excessively harsh, such conditions largely mirrored those existing in England, where as many as two hundred separate offenses were punishable by hanging, and where public execution was a regular feature of town life.19 Sometimes the punishment was worse, as when in March 1812 two British sailors who had earlier deserted to the French at the Isle of France (Mauritius) were sentenced to be hanged, drawn, and quartered at Horsemonger Lane in London.20 Under some circumstances even officers were severely punished, as in October 1807 when Lieutenant William Berry of the Hazard was hanged for unclean sexual practices, which court documents describe as “the horrid and abominable crime which delicacy forbids us to name.”21


In an effort to deter the impressments of American seamen by British officers, the U.S. Congress enacted in 1796 the Act for the Protection and Relief of American Seamen, which authorized the issuance of “Seaman’s Protection Certificates.”22 But in fairness to Britain, many of the naturalizations claimed by her subjects, former or otherwise, were phony and often contrived for the convenience of avoiding hard duty at home. The certificates of citizenship the U.S. began issuing in 1796—called “protections” by sailors—were often of questionable origin. Some British seamen acquired such certificates by lying about their place of birth to compliant magistrates, while others simply bought them from “obliging” Americans, often for no more than a dollar.23 Combined with Britain’s contention that there existed an inalienable allegiance, such certificates—whether real or forged—were largely disregarded by British captains looking to fill out their crew from a waylaid American ship.

While most of the targets of these British search-and-abduct missions were American merchant vessels, and most American captains would peacefully, if reluctantly, comply with the demands, on a few occasions the British would  insist upon searching U.S. warships for deserters. One such instance occurred in 1798 when the USS Ganges, a former merchantman recently converted to a lightly armed warship and sailing under the command of Captain Thomas Tingey, was accosted by the British frigate Surprise (formerly the French Unité)24 as it returned home from a cruise of the Caribbean. According to what may have been an exaggerated report of the incident that appeared in the Connecticut Courant,
an officer of the Surprise, an English frigate of 44 guns, boarded [the Ganges] . . . and demanded all the Englishmen on board, also to examine the protections of American seamen. Captain Tingey’s answer was manly and noble. “A PUBLIC SHIP CARRIES NO PROTECTION BUT HER FLAG. I DO NOT EXPECT TO SUCCEED IN A CONTEST WITH YOU, BUT I WILL DIE AT MY QUARTERS BEFORE A MAN SHALL BE TAKEN FROM THE SHIP.” The crew gave him three cheers, ran to quarters and called for Yankee Doodle. The Surprise, upon hearing of our determination, chose to leave us rather than to fight for dead men.25






While Britain claimed that its victims of impressment were limited to British-born seamen, in practice she impressed, intentionally or not, hundreds, if not thousands of American-born seamen into British crews. Reflecting the magnitude of such seizures, between 1802 and 1812 the British Admiralty voluntarily released about a third of the American seamen who were earlier impressed through the excessive zeal of some of its officers.

Most of the impressed American seamen were not so fortunate and spent many years aboard British warships, sometimes in combat against their own countrymen. Even less fortunate were the several thousand who were captured or impressed but sent to the prison camp at Dartmoor in southwest England or to the even more horrific British prison ships anchored at ports throughout the theater of war. At war’s end, as many as 3,500 U.S. seamen, most taken from merchant ships and privateers, were held at Dartmoor, while thousands more were held in prison ships anchored off the English, American, or Jamaican coasts.

Britain’s effort to bulk up its crews by abducting foreign sailors was accompanied by a more disturbing effort to find and punish deserters. The goal was not to bring strays back into the fold but to hang them from the yardarms as  an example to any who might also be thinking about shortening their careers in the Royal Navy.




II 

Britain eventually discovered the limits of America’s patience with foreign interference with the rights of its sailors and ships. On a warm and sunny June day in 1807, the American frigate Chesapeake, commanded by Commodore James Barron, left her base in Norfolk, Virginia, for duty in the Mediterranean, where the U.S. Navy still patrolled to deter the Barbary pirates from seizing American merchant vessels and enslaving their crews. As the Chesapeake passed Lynnhaven Bay on her way to the Atlantic, her lookout sighted the British frigates Melampus and Bellona—the latter carrying fourteen impressed American crewmen—which were stationed off Lynnhaven to intercept the three French frigates under repair in Annapolis and Norfolk. History does not record the reaction to this sighting by three of Chesapeake’s new crewmen (one an African-American), William Ware, Daniel Martin, and John Strachan. Until their recent desertion from Melampus, the Chesapeake’s three new sailors had been involuntary members of the British crew as a result of their earlier impressment from an American ship.

From their spies in Norfolk, the British knew that the three Americans and another deserter were on board the Chesapeake and were intent upon getting them back. And as the Chesapeake rounded Cape Henry and entered the international waters of the Atlantic, she found herself pursued by the frigate Leopard under the command of Captain Salusbury Pryce Humphreys, son of a Shop-shire clergyman and an arriviste to the minor gentry by way of marriage to an heiress. Late that afternoon the Chesapeake hove to in response to a signal from the Leopard, which sent a boarding party under the command of Lieutenant John Meade to the Chesapeake. Once on board, Meade asked Barron to muster his crew to be inspected for British deserters. Barron refused, Meade returned to his ship, and the Leopard soon fired several warning shots. Minutes later Leopard pulled alongside the American frigate and let go with several broadsides into the hull of the unprepared Chesapeake, killing four Americans and severely wounding eight.

Barron quickly struck his colors, but not before twenty-three-year-old Lieutenant William Henry Allen took a hot coal (legend has it that he carried  the coal in his bare hands) from the galley and used it to ignite the fuse to fire one of Chesapeake’s cannons at the Leopard. The British reboarded the ship and removed the three Melampus deserters, as well as a fourth, a white sailor carried on the Chesapeake’s books as John Wilson (né Jenkin Ratford), who was also accused of deserting from British service. Alleged to be British by birth, Wilson/Ratford was later hanged from a ship’s yardarm in Halifax, Nova Scotia, while the three other seamen were sentenced to five hundred lashes and then imprisoned in Halifax.

Viewed by most as responsible for not preparing Chesapeake for combat in an environment of threat and danger and for having surrendered his ship without firing a (authorized) shot, Barron was subjected to a court-martial headed by Captain Alexander Murray. Although acquitted on the charges of cowardice and unnecessary surrender of his ship, Barron was found guilty of neglecting to have his ship ready for battle and suspended from duty for five years without pay.26 Although the case against Barron was strong, the circumstances surrounding the Chesapeake’s surrender and Barron’s court-martial aroused strong and bitter feelings. Lieutenant Allen estimated that between 22 June 1807 and 27 August 1808, seven duels were fought between officers of the Chesapeake.27 One naval historian puts the tally at nine.28


One duel between the ship’s captain, Charles Gordon, and its doctor, Stark, degenerated to the point where the seconds were firing at each other as well. Alarmed by the growing violence among his officer corps, Secretary of the Navy Robert Smith ordered Captain Stephen Decatur to put an end to the dueling. Decatur, himself an active participant in duels during his naval career, responded to Smith, “I am happy to inform you that Captain Gordon has entirely recovered from his wounds—all differences between the officers & gentlemen at this place I am informed are adjusted.”29


Upon his return to England, Leopard’s Captain Humphreys was also relieved of command and would never hold another, although this setback did not prevent his enjoying a rich and rewarding life. By the time war was finally declared in 1812, Humphreys had changed his name to Davenport and had married another, even wealthier, heiress following the untimely demise of his first wife in 1808.30 British Vice Admiral George Cranfield Berkeley, who ran Britain’s northern station from Halifax, Nova Scotia, and who ordered Humphreys to find and seize the hapless Ratford, was also relieved of command and called home. Britain’s foreign secretary, George Canning, further admitted that his country had no right to search for deserters in American warships,31 but  such incidents continued until war was formally declared. Importantly, Canning’s disclaimer did not apply to U.S. merchant ships, from which the vast majority of impressed American seamen were abducted.

The effects of the unprovoked attack on the Chesapeake were far-reaching and did as much as anything else to stoke the war fever slowly sweeping the American south and western frontier. At the port of Norfolk, Virginia, citizens attacked the British fleet’s supply vessels and destroyed hundreds of water casks. Officials were forced to call up the militia when angry mobs isolated the British consul from the fleet. The Washington Federalist wrote, “We have never, on any occasion, witnessed the spirit of the people excited to so great a degree of indignation, or such a thirst for revenge.” Soon after, the American poet William Ray published “War, Or a Prospect of It,” which ended with the stanza,32 
Remember Lexington 
And Bunker’s tragic hill; 
The same who spilt your blood thereon, 
Your blood again would spill.





President Jefferson responded to the spreading sense of outrage with the empty gesture of ordering British warships out of U.S. territorial waters, which did little to deter the marauding British warships. Just a few weeks later and close to where the Leopard attacked the Chesapeake, ships of the British fleet operating off the Virginia Capes fired on a federal revenue cutter carrying Vice President George Clinton and his sick daughter.33 Ordered to stop by the British and then briefly pursued when it refused, the cutter’s commander held his course and prepared the ship for combat. The British declined the offer, but not before firing several musket shots at the vice president’s vessel.

The Chesapeake-Leopard engagement was by no means the first such affront to U.S. sensibilities, although it was the first involving a U.S. warship, making it particularly humiliating to Jefferson’s government and his navy. More than a year earlier, in April 1806, the sixty-gun British frigate Leander, which often patrolled off New York City, intercepted the American merchant schooner Republic by firing a shot across its bow as it headed toward the entrance to New York Harbor. The schooner quickly complied, but the Leander inexplicably fired a second and a third shot, the last decapitating John Pierce, the Republic’s helmsman.34


Pierce’s headless body was brought ashore and displayed at the Tontine Coffee House before being buried at public expense at the direction of  New York mayor DeWitt Clinton, nephew of Vice President Clinton. New Yorkers were outraged, and an angry mob set upon five of Leander’s supply boats, seizing their contents and distributing them to the city’s poor. Another angry mob sailed out to retake two merchant ships that had earlier been seized by Leander and were waiting to be sold for prize money. Not to be outdone by an unruly mob seeking rough justice, President Jefferson ordered the arrest of the ship’s captain, an order as empty as the later one banning British warships from American waters, and one that was never fulfilled.

The wanton nature of these acts undermined the influence of a substantial portion of the American public still opposed to war with Britain despite the indignities to which the nation was frequently treated. For them, the loss of a hapless sailor here and there was a small price to pay for the profitable commercial access to Britain and its hungry war machine. But the incident between the Chesapeake and Leopard began the shift in public sentiment and ultimately put America on the path to war.




III 

Many Americans quickly resumed their efforts to profit from their antagonists’ needs. Typical was the response in the Norfolk region where, just three weeks after the attack on the Chesapeake, Virginia farmers were meeting on the beach near Lynnhaven with the blockading British naval officers to sell them fresh beef. At the same time American merchant vessels laden with provisions left Norfolk to meet just outside the Virginia Capes with British supply tenders serving the squadron stationed at the mouth of the Chesapeake Bay to intercept American ships coming and going.

In the years leading up to the war, America was a major producer of raw materials and food stuffs for Britain and its Caribbean colonies and for the hungry French war machine that conquered most of continental Europe. The process benefited all sides. American grain, cotton, timber, tobacco, rum, and other products were shipped to Europe, and the proceeds of these exports financed imports of finished goods from Britain, including the British-made guns that armed several of the American warships. American food products also fed the vast slave economy of the French, British, and Dutch Caribbean colonies that grew the sugar that sweetened the tables of Europe and America.  American merchants also traded grain for sugar and turned the sugar into molasses, from which rum was produced by distillers in New York and New England for sale to Europe.

An economy dependent upon trade is also an economy dependent upon ocean transport, and American entrepreneurs and investors quickly turned this dependence into an opportunity to create one of the world’s largest merchant fleets, supported by a vast shipbuilding and service industry employing tens of thousands of laborers, skilled tradesmen, and sailors. By 1810, more than 90 percent of America’s exports and imports were carried in American ships, and this comparative advantage in seafaring led to America’s dominance of the global whaling trade, which at this time was the only source of oil for household illumination. America’s emphasis on shipping also encouraged the creation of domestic financial service industries such as insurance, stock-brokering, and banking to facilitate and protect the trade and the fleet that carried it.

Given America’s comparative advantage in the production of raw materials, trade, and transport, the war in Europe was a boon to American industry. Businessmen, workers, and farmers found ready markets among the belligerent nations that had to maintain, equip, and feed vast armies and navies. Belonging to a neutral power, American merchants traded with England and France and the allies of both, profiting handsomely from the needs of all.

But as the Napoleonic Wars dragged on through their second decade, with no end in sight, the opposing powers looked for additional ways to undermine their enemy’s ability to wage war, and the flow of supplies from neutral nations to the combatants became a choice target for interdiction.

In the early stages of its renewed war with France, Britain chose not to aggressively enforce its Rule of 1756, which limited trade by neutral countries with the nation’s enemies. American merchant ships responded to the selective enforcement by pretending to honor these long-standing restrictions and adopting a process called the “broken voyage,” by which products of, say, the West Indies destined for France were first taken to an American port, where they were “neutralized” for reshipment to Europe. Nonetheless, the process was not without tensions, and many American ships were still subject to search and seizure if it was believed they were headed to an enemy port under British blockade. Also during this early period in the conflict, Britain permitted the selective suspension of some of the provisions of the Navigation Acts to allow  American merchant ships to trade directly with British colonies in the West Indies. Such privileges did not sit well with British shipping interests, which opposed any relaxation of their legal monopoly on trade within the empire.

These accommodative trade practices began to unravel after 1803, when tensions between Britain and France worsened and a French invasion of the British Isles became a serious concern of the government. The first major blow to this liberalized system of trade came in May 1805 with the Essex (a U.S. merchant ship) decision, in which the Lords Commissioners of Appeals ruled that the “mere importation of goods into a neutral country was not enough to neutralize these goods unless a bona fide import duty was paid.”35 The ruling led to an increase in the number of American merchant ships seized in the Caribbean, English Channel, and North Sea and exacerbated the tensions between the two nations in an environment already simmering over the increase in the rate of impressment of American seamen.

Unwilling to let these restrictive acts go unanswered, Congress and the president began openly to discuss the possibility of retaliatory trade restrictions against Britain. In early 1806 they passed the Non-Importation Act, giving the president the power to prohibit the importation of a number of British products. Implemented in late 1807, the act was designed to threaten some British manufacturers with the loss of a major market in the hope that they would urge their government to loosen the new restrictions on American trade.

Also in 1806, during Charles James Fox’s brief tenure as foreign secretary, Britain enacted the American Intercourse Bill to codify many of the informal liberalizations that had occurred over the past decade as well as those restrictions stemming from the Essex decision. But by attempting to clarify privileges and opportunities stemming from custom and lax enforcement, British maritime interests were mobilized to more aggressively defend and re-establish their privileges, including the monopoly they held on certain trade practices. In turn, the incitement of British shipping interests to more aggressively defend their interests would help foster the even more restrictive policies soon to emerge in a nation at war.

The first apparent blow to liberalization efforts occurred with the Orders in Council of 16 May 1806, proclaiming a blockade of a limited area of the French coastline but allowing neutral shipping outside the area, subject to certain restrictions. While Britain justified the new order as a further clarification of existing informal (and generous) concessions to neutral traders, the  Americans viewed the order as a formal codification of prohibitions that undermined the principles of free trade. With tensions further inflamed by Leander’s attack on an unarmed coaster outside New York City and an escalation in the rate of impressments, President Jefferson sent James Monroe and William Pinkney to London to negotiate a formal maritime treaty with Britain that would establish a new set of rules by which the Americans would respect Britain’s compelling defense interests while Britain, in turn, would end impressment and permit a more open trade regime. But after months of negotiation, the treaty they brought back to Washington was unacceptable to both Congress and the president, in large part because it was silent on impressment. President Jefferson wrote to Monroe that “the British Commissioners appear to have screwed every article as far as it would bear, and yielded nothing.”36


Seeing these worsening relations as an opportunity to exacerbate tensions between one of his enemies and a rich, productive neutral, Napoleon issued his Berlin Decree on 21 November 1806, putting Britain under blockade and prohibiting trade in British goods. While not a decree that the battered French navy could ever enforce on the high seas, it did allow Napoleon to exclude from French ports any ship that had previously visited a British port. Despite the decree’s obviously undesirable consequences, American objections to it were rather tepid, focused as the country was on the bigger problems with Britain and its powerful navy and merchant fleet. Britain, consumed by the threat of Napoleon, saw it differently and responded to America’s limited objection to the French decree by wondering whose side they were on in the conflict.

In response to the Berlin Decree, Britain issued a new order in council on 7 January 1807, which prohibited the ships of neutral nations from trading between ports under French control, further restricting opportunities for U.S. merchant vessels pursuing legitimate commercial interests on the European continent. Not surprisingly, the new order added fuel to the fire ignited by Britain’s response to the Monroe-Pinkney mission. As these diplomatic tensions worsened, British shipping interests saw an opportunity, and the pressure they brought to bear on the government contributed to another order in council, issued on 11 November 1807, which prohibited any neutral ship from trading with France unless it first visited a British port and paid a duty.

Napoleon, in turn, responded with his Milan Decree of 7 December 1807, authorizing the seizure of any neutral ship that fulfilled the requirements of the new order in council. The historian Reginald Horsman observes, “The chains  on America were complete. No American ship could sail to a European port under the control of Napoleon without being liable to seizure: by a British ship if she had not called at a British port, and by Napoleon’s officials if she had.”37


With diplomatic efforts yielding nothing, and with the threat of the Non-Importation Act doing little to soften Britain’s hardening stance, Jefferson proposed the Embargo Act in early December 1807. Quickly passed by the House and Senate, the bill was signed into law three days before Christmas. The act placed a total embargo on all exports from and imports to the United States. A timid and wavering Jefferson justified it as an attempt to protect American ships, merchandise, and seamen, not an effort to retaliate against England and France for their many transgressions against American trade interests. Napoleon, perhaps wanting to demonstrate his understanding of these subtle nuances as well as his sense of humor, responded to Jefferson’s new embargo with the Bayonne Decree of 17 April 1808, allowing French authorities to seize any and all American ships in French ports on the pretext that the Embargo Act had made such shipping illegal, and he was merely helping America enforce its laws.

The European powers quickly found alternatives to the embargoed American products—Britain, for example, began importing grain from Russia, often at lower prices. The only victim of the act was the American economy. Pundits described Jefferson’s painful strategy as one of O Grab Me (embargo spelled backward). A political cartoonist sympathetic to the president’s effort drew a snapping turtle labeled “Ograbme” holding onto the trousers of a British sailor while a caricature of Jefferson stands by saying “D—n it, how he nicks ’em.”

Nick ’em he did, but the nicking was mostly at the flesh of American workers, farmers, seamen, and merchants, for whom the embargo was a catastrophe. In 1808 American exports fell to just $22 million, about a fifth of the $108 million of export business of the previous year, while imports that year declined to $58 million from 1807’s $148 million. In New York City alone, 120 firms went out of business and 1,200 debtors were in custody, including 500 who owed ten dollars or less. The estimated number of destitute in New York rose ten-fold during 1808, and each week 6,000 lined up at the alms house for their daily distribution of food. Unemployed sailors paraded through town demanding bread or work, and hundreds of ships lay idle at the city’s piers. Adding to  the misery was an escalation in prices that put the basic necessities out of the reach of many.38


In Philadelphia, Mayor Robert Wharton wrote his brother, “Our city as to traffic is almost a desert, wharves crowded with empty vessels, the noise and buz of commerce not heard, whilst hundreds of labourers are ranging the streets without employ or the means of getting bread for their distressed Families.”39 Up until the embargo, the port of Philadelphia was visited by more than 3,500 merchant vessels a year, a level of business that it would never recover.

In Salem, Massachusetts, then a thriving port, only twenty-five of the town’s 185 vessels remained active in trade. Unemployed mariners and shipbuilders flocked to soup kitchens, and in 1808 only three ships left Salem for a European port.40 Altogether, an estimated 55,000 American seamen lost their jobs as well as another hundred thousand in related industries.41


Conditions for many workmen and merchants in Britain also became severe as Napoleon’s conquest of continental Europe closed more and more ports to British trade, while America’s Non-Intercourse Act, which replaced the disastrous Embargo Act, shut off the only important market—except for Russia—left open to British merchants. The winter of 1811–1812, moreover, was one of the bitterest in British history, as the Little Ice Age continued to ravage western Europe: “A crop failure drove up the price of wheat, warehouses were crammed with goods for which there was no market, factories were closing and workmen rioting.”42


As British harassment continued, the American people were swept by waves of conflict and dissension, with the public mood swinging from anger at the British aggressor to anger at the Jefferson administration for its pointless Embargo Act, which hurt Americans far more than the British. Hostility toward Jefferson was at its most intense in New England, where dependence on maritime trade was greatest. Many northeastern leaders agitated for a regional convention to nullify the Embargo Act, while threats of secession were raised and debated in town meetings throughout the region. The intensity of feelings in Congress led to the first duel ever between members. New York Representative Barent Gardenier challenged Representative G. W. Campbell of Tennessee, a defender of Jefferson’s policies. Gardenier was seriously wounded.43





IV 

Still, the vast majority of Americans must have felt that a policy of vacillation was preferable to one of war or complete concession to British abuse. In November 1808 they elected James Madison, Jefferson’s secretary of state, to the presidency by a comfortable margin on a “stay-the-course” strategy. Perhaps because he recognized that his efforts had done more harm than good, Jefferson’s last act as president was to sign a bill replacing the Embargo Act with the Non-Intercourse Act, which would give American diplomats more flexibility in negotiating with Britain. Jefferson left Washington a few days later for Monticello, where he remained for the rest of his life, dividing his time between tending to his financially troubled plantation, complaining about the performance of American generals in the coming war, and corresponding with his friends and admirers throughout the world.

Madison quickly tried to reach a settlement with the European powers, promising both the British and French a restoration of commercial ties in return for the repeal of the decrees that harmed American trade and commerce. Directing his efforts first toward the British, he worked out a tentative agreement in Washington with Britain’s minister to the United States, but it was rejected by Canning, the foreign minister. Napoleon took advantage of the breakdown in American negotiations with England, promising to respect American maritime trade if the British revoked their orders in council.

As was often the case, Napoleon failed to honor his promise and continued to seize American shipping, but his diplomatic gambit hastened the collapse of America’s relations with Britain. In response to Napoleon’s disingenuous concessions, President Madison advised the British in November 1810 that America would break off all trade if the orders in council were not repealed. Britain still refused, and the trade relations with America that had resumed with the enactment of the Non-Intercourse Act were promptly ended.

Although the U.S. sent numerous delegations to London in search of a diplomatic settlement of the frictions and confrontation that by now had become a regular feature of Anglo-American maritime and trade relations, the British government showed little interest in reaching an accommodation or in defusing the growing sentiment for war among the American people and their leaders. Indeed, Britain still maintained a de facto embargo of most American ports, boarding American ships in search of illegal cargo or to impress American sailors into British service.

Britain’s intransigence changed the mood in America, and the U.S. Navy moved closer to a war footing. American naval officers received instructions that they were “to maintain and support at every risk & cost, the dignity of our Flag; And that offering yourself no unjust aggression, you are to submit to none.”44 In 1810, while in a convoy with a merchant ship near Charleston, South Carolina, Lieutenant Oliver Hazard Perry was confronted by a British warship whose captain demanded that Perry come on board to explain his activities. Perry refused and cleared his ship for action, explaining later that he had no intention of being “Leopardized.”45


With tensions escalating and Americans demanding an end to the mistreatment of their ships and sailors, voters took their anger to the ballot box and turned out of office nearly half the members of the House of Representatives in the election of 1810. The new Congress was dominated by younger, more aggressive members—calling themselves the “young War Hawks”—among whom were Henry Clay and Richard Mentor Johnson of Kentucky, South Carolinians John Caldwell Calhoun and Langdon Cheves, Tennessean Felix Grundy, who resigned as chief justice of the Kentucky supreme court, moved to Tennessee, and ran for Congress so he could vote for war against England, and New York merchant Peter B. Porter.46 Reflecting their stunning victory and influence, the newcomers elected freshman Henry Clay to be the speaker of the House. Among their demands of Madison was a harsher response to ongoing British aggression, particularly along the western frontier, where the British were inciting Indian tribes to violence against settlers moving into Ohio, Indiana, and the southeast territories that would later become the states of Alabama and Mississippi.

Although impressment and trade restrictions were the chief irritant driving both countries to the brink of war, another important source of concern was the belief among many Americans living on the frontier that British agents were inciting the western Indian tribes to strike out at the settlers who were moving into America’s vast western territories. Although frontier settlement was formally discouraged by the federal government in Washington in recognition of the tribal claims to sovereignty over much of the land west of the Appalachians and in appreciation for the hideous violence that might occur as the two races came into conflict over the same piece of land, little was done to enforce the policy. As a result, settlers by the thousands crossed the Appalachian mountains to scratch out a life of independence and opportunity  on hard-scrabble homesteads in the western states and in the territories of Mississippi, Illinois, Michigan, and Indiana. Between 1783 and 1812, the population of Kentucky increased from 12,000 to 400,000, and by 1810 the state of Ohio had a population of 230,000.47 Farther west the settler populations were lower but growing. The population of the Indiana Territory was 24,500. The Missouri Territory had 20,000, and another 20,000 pioneer families were living in the territories of Michigan and Illinois.48 A biographer of Andrew Jackson has captured the sheer power of this massive and relentless migration:
The Americans of that time, especially frontiersmen, were feared and disdained by all who came up against them in North America. Like Goths and Vandals of old, like Arab horsemen sweeping across continents in the name of religion, like the Mongol Horde destroying Islamic cities that never recovered, like Zulu impis unleashing bloodbaths on fellow Africans, Americans were on their march of conquest. The Creeks called the Georgians Ecunnaunuxulgee—“people greedily grasping after the lands of the red people.”49






In the late eighteenth century, the Spanish governor of Florida reported to his superiors that the American frontiersmen were as “nomadic as Arabs . . . and distinguished themselves from savages only in their color, language, and the superiority of their depraved cunning and untrustworthiness.”50


Much of this settlement took place on Indian land that had been seized or “bought” under questionable circumstances, and the consequence of this massive encroachment and displacement was the inflaming of the Indian tribes and the encouragement of them to seek some remedy on their own. As time passed, their remedy of choice was to ally themselves with the British, who were equally alarmed by the incursion and its implications for their own control of under-populated British Canada. The British were also concerned about their lucrative fur trading business in the unsettled frontier lands around the Great Lakes, which legally belonged to the United States. By about 1810, the population of America was near 7.5 million people, compared to just about five hundred thousand in Canada. Of this number, many “Canadians” were settlers from the United States or descendants of the original French settlers and thus of suspect loyalty during a war with either country.51


Compounding the problem was Britain’s reluctance to vacate America’s Northwest Territories, which became the states of Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, and Wisconsin. Britain maintained seven outposts in U. S. territory to serve its economic interests in the region (mostly in the fur trade) and to cultivate its relationship with the many Indian tribes under pressure from U.S. settlers. At one point, Britain used Fort Niagara in New York as its capital of Upper Canada. Although the Treaty of Paris ceded these lands to the United States, it took the British nearly ten years to withdraw fully from the region. Their delayed departure initially stemmed from a reluctance to give up the lucrative fur trade in the region, but as the years passed their refusal to leave was based more on the desire to revisit the boundary issues and readjust them in Britain’s favor. To this end, British Indian agents encouraged and abetted Indian resistance to the encroachment of Americans into the northwest.

Although the U.S. concluded more than three hundred treaties with the scattered tribes of the northwest beginning in June 1789, settlers in the region believed that the continuing British presence in the region was for the purpose of encouraging violence against American settlers. The historian Samuel Eliot Morison questions that belief but notes that “the British did supply the redskins with arms and ammunition for hunting ‘game,’ which could be and occasionally was human.”52 Despite these treaties, the British interference continued, escalating during the 1790s and into the new century.

In response to increased violence and the continued British presence in the Northwest Territories, President Washington in 1791 had ordered the Revolutionary War veteran General Arthur St. Clair—now serving as the governor of those territories—to lead an army of as many as two thousand men, including the entire regular army, from his headquarters in Cincinnati to build a fort at the Maumee (Miami) village of Kekionga (the site of present-day Fort Wayne, Indiana) on the Maumee River to counter British influence in the region. On 4 November 1791, about fifty miles short of his destination, St. Clair was attacked by a large force of Indians that included Tecumseh and was led by Miami chief Little Turtle and Shawnee chief Blue Jacket. St. Clair’s force was soundly defeated and casualties were estimated to have been as high as nine hundred men, nearly half his force. With the additional loss of prisoners and deserters, the entire regular army was reduced to no more than three hundred men. Though victorious, Little Turtle recognized his  vulnerability to the determined Americans and moved his people closer to a British post near what is now Toledo, Ohio.

It took several years for the American army to recover from the debacle, but a new army was raised, trained, and put under the command of another Revolutionary War veteran, General “Mad” Anthony Wayne, who in 1793 established his winter quarters at Greenville, Ohio, about ninety miles south-southwest of Little Turtle’s camp. With the support, arms, and encouragement of the British in Upper Canada, the Indians attacked Wayne’s force but were beaten back. Wayne continued north, pausing about thirty-five miles west-southwest of the British fort, where he constructed Fort Defiance and offered the Indians a peaceful settlement. They declined, and Wayne resumed the offensive. On 20 August 1794, his well-trained force attacked and beat Little Turtle and a combined Indian force of Miami, Shawnee, Ottawa, Chippewa, Potawatomi, Sauk, Fox, and Iroquois near present-day Toledo in a battle called Fallen Timbers. Indian villages and crops were destroyed in the aftermath, and in August 1795 the tribes agreed to Wayne’s peace terms, ceding more land and privileges in the Northwest Territories to the Americans.

Some measure of peace was restored, and Jay’s Treaty of 1794 led to the departure of the British from their outposts in U.S. territory, but tensions between Indians and settlers remained, and frequent acts of violence came to characterize life on the frontier. But given the opportunities and the population pressures in the coastal colonies, the threat of violence had little effect on the swelling tide of American settlers seeking new land.53


As tensions between the two countries soared following the unprovoked Chesapeake-Leopard confrontation in 1808, Britain grew increasingly concerned that American anger would exacerbate frictions in the northwest. These frictions, in turn, might encourage America to seize Canada and rid itself forever of a hostile British presence in North America. With much of Canada sparsely settled, Britain began to court and arm the northwest Indian tribes to serve as its first line of defense against its southern neighbor. The implementation of this western strategy fell to Matthew Elliot, Britain’s Indian agent in the lake region of Canada. According to the Anglo-American historian Reginald Horsman, who has written extensively on the war and the conflicts leading up to it, 
Throughout these years British Indian agents advised and supplied Indians on the American side of the border. The Indians had ample reason to listen to the British, as their lands in the Old Northwest were under constant pressure from American settlers. Beginning in 1805 the Shawnee Tecumseh and his brother the Prophet were attempting to organize a general Indian confederacy to resist the American advance, and after 1807 they were aided by the British. Westerners argued that if war became necessary because of repeated British infringements of American neutral rights then the opportunity could be taken to smash the British-Indian alliance.54






With a more supportive Congress, Americans living on the frontier became emboldened by the angry expressions of support for their plight now emanating from Washington. The changing mood, in turn, stirred the more adventurous and aggressive among them to look for opportunities to test their strength, and to also test the degree to which Washington would support an attempt to strike a blow at the Indian tribes who were less willing to concede any more land to the settlers moving west.

Pressured by settlers encroaching on their lands, by 1811 many of the Indian tribes in the Northwest Territories had aligned themselves in a loose confederacy under the combined leadership the Shawnee chieftain Tecumseh and his one-eyed younger brother, Tenskwatawa, known as the Prophet. They were a formidable pair:
[Tecumseh] was a man of intelligence, eloquence, courage, and character; a relentless enemy, but merciful to captives and respected by his opponents. His ugly, wry-witted brother Tenskwatawa . . . was a shaman who reinforced Tecumseh’s diplomacy by preaching a return to the Indians’ ancestral way of life. The brothers had established a capital of sorts, called “Prophet’s Town”, at the junction of the Wabash and Tippecanoe Rivers in acknowledged Indian territory.55






As part of the return to ancestral ways of life, the two leaders urged Indians to reform, give up alcohol, stop selling their land to white settlers, avoid any trade  or contact with whites, and unify the tribes to form a formidable block against settler encroachment. Tecumseh’s proselytizing had the predictable result among the settlers in the west: “The entire frontier was alarmed; Indian prohibitionists were something new to backwoods experience.”56


But it was Tecumseh’s great misfortune that he had to vie for the control of what was then called the Indiana Territory with the territory’s fierce and determined governor, William Henry Harrison. An “ardent expansionist,” Harrison had succeeded in bribing, coercing, and cajoling the remnants of the many down-and-out Indian tribes in the area—a people he described as “the most depraved wretches on earth”57—to sell their land to settlers. Alarmed at Tecumseh’s successful diplomacy among the otherwise disunited tribes and his creation of a Shawnee capital in the territory the governor nominally controlled, Harrison set in motion a process to ensure the safety of the settlers and secure his own expansionist plans.

In July 1811, he wrote to Madison’s secretary of war, William Eustis, “If some decisive measures are not speedily adopted, we shall have a general combination of all of the tribes against us.”58 Madison reluctantly agreed to allow Harrison to deal with the matter as he saw fit, and the Fourth U.S. Infantry Regiment under Colonel John P. Boyd, an American who had served as a mercenary officer in the army of the Nizam of Hyderbad in India, was ordered to assist the governor. In the fall of 1811, Harrison had assembled an army of nine hundred to a thousand men drawn from regulars and militia and marched them north to dislodge the Shawnee from their fortified settlement at Prophet’s Town.

When Harrison’s army made camp outside Prophet’s Town on 7 November 1811, the Shawnee and their allies prepared for war. Led by the “unstable Prophet”—now on his own because Tecumseh was away in the Mississippi Territory on a mission to bring the Creeks, Choctaws, and other tribes of the region into his confederacy—the warriors went into battle believing that their leader had “made medicine” that had rendered the Americans weak and their bullets as harmless as water. As the Americans slept with only a few sentries on duty, the Prophet led between six hundred and seven hundred warriors in a well-planned attack on the American camp in what would become known as the battle of Tippecanoe. It began around four o’clock in the morning when black-painted, hand-picked braves attempted to steal into the center of the  camp and kill Harrison and his senior officers. But they were detected, and Harrison escaped—barely. As the two sides fought hand-to-hand in the center of camp, the Prophet’s main body attacked the camp, and the Americans and Shawnee fought each other at point-blank range. The Indians finally turned back at dawn when the army’s light dragoons were able to mount up and conduct a rare woodland charge that drove the last of the warriors into a swamp, where they were hunted down and killed. Reorganizing his surviving force, Harrison led an attack on Prophet’s Town, seized its supplies, including many British muskets, and burned it to the ground.

The Prophet’s defeat, combined with his false claim that he could make warriors immune to American bullets, undermined the brothers’ credibility as leaders, and impaired their ability to form an effective Indian confederacy to counter the acquisitive settlers and the militias protecting them. Tecumseh had no choice but to throw in his lot with the British and become little more than a dependent mercenary leader of the auxiliary Indian regiments accompanying British regulars and Canadian militia in the upcoming military campaigns against the Americans. For Harrison, the victory would send him to the White House thirty years later, when he and his running mate, John Tyler of Virginia, would campaign as “Tippecanoe and Tyler too.”

Although the victory at Tippecanoe prevented the creation of a formidable Indian confederacy, it did not end the raiding parties and the violence that often characterized life on America’s frontier fringe. In May 1812, Harrison reported that “[m]ost Citizens in this Country have abandoned their farms and taken refuge in Such temporary forts as they have been able to construct.”59 These reports would further inflame public opinion against the British, whom most Americans by now viewed as the chief instigators of Indian depredations against settlers. “Republican newspapers carried accounts of the battle under such headings as ‘ANGLO-SAVAGE WAR’ or ‘Anglo-Indian War’. ‘[T]he war on the Wabash is purely BRITISH’ said the Lexington Reporter. ‘[T]he SCALPING KNIFE and TOMAHAWK of British savages, is now again devastating our frontiers.’ Niles Register would proclaim ‘We have had but one opinion as the cause of the depredations of the Indians . . . they are instigated and supported by the British in Canada.’”60


Many Americans wanted to punish the British for encouraging the Indians to attack western settlers and arming them to do so. Others also wanted to drive  them from Canada and add the rest of the North American continent to the United States. Congressman Henry Clay spoke for many on the western frontier when he exclaimed, “Is it nothing to us to extinguish the torch that lights up savage warfare? Is it nothing to acquire the entire fur trade connected with that country and to destroy the temptation and opportunity of violating your revenue and other laws?” And should any doubt his constituents’ resolve, Clay later added that “the militia of Kentucky alone are competent to place Montreal and Upper Canada at your feet.”61


Despite the vigorous efforts by some in the west to seize Canada for the United States, the majority of Americans were probably indifferent to the prospect of adding more land, and states, to the nation. The merchants of New England feared the disruption of their lucrative trading relations with their British counterparts. Others feared that the addition of more northern territories would upset the precarious balance of sectional interests between the north, south, and west. Congressman John Randolph of Roanoke, who claimed descent from Pocahontas, wore silver spurs, carried a riding crop, and quaffed porter in the House chambers with his favorite hound by his side,62 was one of the most outspoken legislators against war with Britain because it would strengthen the north at the expense of the slave-holding planter class in the south. “Canada seems tempting in their sight,” he argued. “That rich vein of Genesee land which is said to be even better on the other side of the lake than on this. Agrarian cupidity, not maritime right urges this war. . . . It is to acquire a preponderating northern interest that you are to launch into war.”63





V 

In May 1811, tensions were rising and patience was running low. British and French cruisers, including HMS Guerriere, were interrupting trade entering and leaving New York City, and Secretary of the Navy Paul Hamilton ordered Commodore John Rodgers and USS President to depart Annapolis and return immediately to station in the Atlantic. On May 1, the Guerriere had stopped the American brig Spitfire outside New York Harbor and had taken from her a seaman named John Diggio, a native of Maine.64 With standing orders to protect American merchantmen operating within a league of the coast from harassment by British and French warships, Rodgers and  the President sailed down the Chesapeake Bay and rounded Cape Henry on 14 May 1811 to offer whatever protection they could to the American merchant fleet.

Two days after departing, a lookout in President’s tops sighted a distant sail coming toward them, and Rodgers prepared the ship for battle. The sail belonged to the twenty-gun British sloop-of-war Little Belt (formerly the Lille Belt, as she was called prior to her capture from Denmark by the British), under the command of Captain Arthur Batt Bingham. At the time of the sighting, the Little Belt was sailing north under orders to join the Guerriere, by now an object of intense American ire because of her predations of American vessels. As Bingham closed on the President he realized that his quarry was an American frigate vastly more powerful than his own ship, and he quickly turned south toward Cape Hatteras to avoid a confrontation he had no chance of winning. The President, however, thinking that this might be the Guerriere,65 followed and caught up to the Little Belt later that night. After a brief action, the British ship was badly damaged and thirty-two of its crew killed or wounded. The President was largely unscathed and suffered only one casualty.

Although both captains claimed the other fired first, and Rodgers insisted that darkness obscured his opponent’s true size, both countries saw the incident as a justification of their own behavior in the tense days leading up to war. However uneven the match, Americans saw it as a payback for the cowardly Chesapeake incident and a worthy comeuppance for a warship and captain whose current career consisted largely of harassing unarmed merchant ships and abducting innocent American seamen. For the British, their opponent’s pursuit of revenge through such an obvious mismatch confirmed their low opinion of America’s naval capability.66


These conflicting views were reflected in the popular press, to which readers submitted celebratory poems and lyrics. In America, a song titled “Rodgers and Decatur; Tit for Tat” included the lines,67 
Our cannon roar’d and men huzza’d, 
And fir’d away so handy 
Till Bingham struck, he was so scared, 
At hearing doodle dandy.






Across the Atlantic in England, the amateur poets had a different view of the event, and in “Rodgers and the Little Belt” one wrote,
When Rodgers fight notions felt, 
He grasped his sword in haste, 
But thought he’d better get a belt 
To hang it round his waist . . . 
I’ll have it, cried the blust’ring Prig, 
And fierce his blade he drew, 
But found this Little Belt too big, 
It would not buckle too.





Several months later, in August 1811, Captain Isaac Hull and the Constitution conducted a series of diplomatic and other official visits to several European cities, including London, which would last into early January 1812. During that time Hull was subjected to relentless harassment from British ships at every point, including one incident in which a smaller British vessel, the brig Redpole, “accidentally” fired a few shots which struck the Constitution as she was sailing from Holland back to Cherbourg, where the British blockading fleet nearly succeeded in tricking the French shore batteries to fire at the Constitution.68


Nonetheless, after two decades of war and the closure of trade with much of Europe and now America, British merchants and workers were suffering, and representatives from manufacturing cities urged Parliament to repeal the Orders in Council. As support for peace grew in Britain, diplomacy might have avoided war. But in an era where more than a month was required to send a message from London to Washington, and another month required for a response, diplomacy did not keep up with events. The American historian Thomas Bailey describes the random occurrences that derailed whatever diplomatic progress was being made:
In November, 1810, the aged George III went completely insane. A delay of several months was involved in establishing the regency, while American affairs received little attention. By May, 1812, increasing pressure from British manufacturing and mercantile groups was foreshadowing a repeal of the odious Orders in Council. Yet more confusion and delay were caused when Prime Minister Perceval was assassinated by a madman. It was not until June 16,  1812, that Lord Castlereagh, then Foreign Secretary, could announce in the House of Commons that the Orders in Council would be immediately suspended.69






British merchants quickly began to prepare their surplus goods for shipment to America, but by then events had moved too far and too fast, and America would not know of the repeal for another month. On 18 June 1812, two days after Britain’s concession on the orders in council, the U. S. Congress declared war on Great Britain with a 79–49 vote in the House and a 19–13 vote in the Senate, the closest vote on any declaration of war in American history. Much of the opposition came from the northeastern states.

As the news of war spread west to a little frontier town eleven hundred miles away in Missouri Territory, seventy-eight-year-old Daniel Boone volunteered for the army. He was turned down for active duty for reasons of age but was allowed to serve, when and where he could, as a sentry and a frontier doctor.70


And so began an eminently avoidable war—a war caused by prickly sensitivities, relentless insults, and British refusal to take seriously American grievances over the long-standing policy of seizing American sailors to serve aboard British ships in her long war against France. There were no compelling issues of empire, plunder, revenge, ideology, religion, territorial integrity, or territorial gain. Instead, issues of grievance and insult drove the Americans to declare war on the world’s greatest power. As the Anglo-American journalist Christopher Hitchens has observed, “People fight, as Kant and Hegel and Nietzsche have emphasized, for dignity and for ‘recognition,’ just as much for their ‘real’ interests.”71


The warhawks from the west and south were probably driven more by these Hegelian forces than those in the north and along the coastal plain, whose economies and prosperity were dependent upon trade with Britain. But all Americans—north, west, and south—perceived a very “real” reason for war, one that turned more on issues of principle aroused by a long-simmering dispute over the rule of law and England’s disregard for it. Whereas British ships went into battle with threats and boasts painted across their sails—such as the Guerriere’s “All who meet me have a care / I am England’s Guerriere”—American warships painted their sails and pennants with principled declarations, of which the most popular was “Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights.”

America had no reason to believe, even in its most delusional of moments, that it had a chance of winning. When Congress acceded to President Madison’s request and formally declared war, American land forces numbered no more  than 6,750 out of the 10,000 authorized,72 while the Marine Corps totaled 483, plus ten officers.73 In contrast, Britain would field 84,000 infantry and cavalry at the battle of Waterloo three years later.

At sea, the odds against America were even worse because the British had largely destroyed the fleets of their European antagonists, and the vast and powerful British navy had little to do but protect troop ships and commercial vessels from marauding privateers or the stray warship of its diminished enemies. In June 1812, America’s war fleet numbered sixteen vessels, of which only six (the frigates, each over a decade old) possessed more than thirty-eight guns; forty-four were the most that any U.S. frigate carried.

England, in contrast, had about five hundred warships in service, although the estimates vary widely among historians. One source estimates that as many as 245 were frigates or ships of similar size, compared with America’s six. Another 191 or so were considered ships of the line—vessels armed with as few as fifty guns, the largest carrying a hundred or more cannons arrayed along four gun decks and serviced by a crew of more than a thousand men and boys. America had none of these. The rest of the fleets were filled out with smaller vessels—brigs, sloops, and schooners—several hundred for the British, ten for the Americans. A week before the declaration of war, the Statesman of London observed, “America certainly can not pretend to wage war with us; she has no navy to do it with.”74


Masters of the ocean and all the world’s seas, British ships sailed forth with breezy confidence and a majestic sense of place in the grand march of history. Indeed, the grandeur of their imperial might extended even to the names given their warships—Victory, Revenge, Mars, Minotaur, Defiance, Colossus, Leviathan , Conqueror, Thunderer, Dreadnought, and Agamemnon. Still obsessed with their newly won freedom and their novel form of government, the Americans named their ships in celebration of the institutions they were built to preserve. The mightiest frigates were christened the President, Constitution, Congress, and United States. In a few months the world would discover whether such names and the attitudes behind them made much difference when an American frigate named Constitution met up with a British frigate bearing the French name Warrior.

On 11 July 1812, three weeks after the declaration of war, four years of negotiation between the U.S. and Britain over the fate of the sailors abducted from the Chesapeake came to a close as the British schooner Brim delivered  seamen John Strachan and Daniel Martin to Boston (William Ware had died in a Halifax hospital). The issue of repatriation and reparations had been settled earlier, but too late to ease the tensions between the countries. The Baltimore Whig sarcastically noted that it was “like restoring the hair after fracturing the skull.”75


In a carefully choreographed reception, the two sailors were received in Boston Harbor on board the Chesapeake, now under the command of Captain William Bainbridge. The entire crew was turned out for the event, and Bainbridge made some brief welcoming remarks to the former captives:
My Lads, I am glad to see you. From this Deck you were taken by British outrage. For your return to it you owe gratitude to the Government of your Country. Your Country now offers you, an opportunity to revenge your wrongs, and I cannot doubt but you will be desirous of doing so on board this very ship. I trust the Flag that flies on board of her, will gloriously defend you.76






Bainbridge noted in his letter to Secretary Paul Hamilton that the crew gave three cheers and added that the British officer who had delivered the captives had accepted his invitation to dine with him after the ceremony. As Bainbridge and his British counterpart took their meal in the captain’s dining room below, the USS Constitution, commanded by Captain Isaac Hull and packed to the gunwales with a volunteer crew of 470 tough young men, slipped out of Hampton Roads and rounded the Virginia Capes in search of the enemy.





CHAPTER TWO

BACK ON LAND: THE FALL OF FORTS DETROIT AND DEARBORN


As Isaac Hull guided his ship into the Atlantic, four hundred miles to the west in Ohio his uncle, General William Hull—the fifty-nine-year-old governor of the Michigan Territory and a Revolutionary War hero—followed his orders to assemble an army of two thousand men to reinforce Fort Detroit in Michigan and defend the territory. Recently appointed to the rank of general in America’s growing army, Hull and his troops were to protect the fort against an expected British attack across the river from Canada following America’s declaration of war on Great Britain. Strategically located on the Detroit River—a strait linking Lake Huron with Lake Erie, and separating American territory from British Canada—control of the fort meant control of much of the water-borne commerce on the Great Lakes and the frontier territories of Indiana, Illinois, and Michigan.

Hull marched his army north from Urbana, Ohio, and arrived at Detroit on 5 July. Within a few days a small force of pro-American Canadians formed themselves into a cavalry unit and joined his force. Once the fort was secured, officers from the Ohio militia urged Hull to take advantage of Canada’s  weakened defenses and attack the British at Fort Malden on the Canadian side. Hull agreed and a week later crossed the Detroit River and marched seventeen miles south through enemy territory to lay siege to Malden, then defended by a smaller British force of three hundred regulars, four hundred Indians, and several hundred local militiamen.1


Although everything went smoothly during the first few weeks of an operation that kept the undermanned British forces on the defensive, General Hull was a cautious leader and worried about the security of his vulnerable supply line from Ohio, which could be difficult to defend from Indian attack or from the British who controlled Lake Erie. And Hull had good reason to be concerned: despite an escort of two hundred men from the Ohio militia, the first supply train—comprising three hundred head of cattle and seventy pack-horses carrying flour—stopped about forty miles south of Detroit near the Raisin River to await an armed escort from the fort. But the 150 men Hull sent out under Major Thomas Van Horne were attacked by British Captain Adam Muir’s force, which included Indians led by Tecumseh. Van Horne’s men beat them back, but then returned to Detroit, deciding not to rescue the supply convoy halted further to the south.2


Casualties occurred on both sides, but two of Van Horne’s men captured by the Indians were chopped to death to avenge the killing of a chief during the clash.3 Desperate for supplies and anxious to get them through enemy lines before the British could reinforce their position, Hull sent a relief force of six hundred men to the stranded supply train. But this one too was pinned down by Indians and was soon forced to return to Fort Detroit. As Hull struggled to supply his men against a noose tightening around his vulnerable position, more bad news arrived, this time from the north where the small American force holding Fort Michilimackinac (on Mackinac Island), off the northern-most tip of Michigan, had surrendered to a much larger British force that took them by surprise.

And the bad news only got worse. In a pincer movement planned by Secretary of War William Eustis, Hull was to attack the British from the west, while General Henry Dearborn, who had once served as President Jefferson’s secretary of war, was to attack the British from New York in the east across the Niagara River. But Dearborn was unable to raise the force he deemed necessary, and instead took it upon himself to negotiate a truce with General George Prevost on the Niagara frontier. Momentarily free of any American threat from  the east, General Isaac Brock assembled all of the available forces in Upper Canada and sailed them west along the coast of Lake Erie to Malden to reinforce the troops facing Dearborn’s Americans.

Hearing the news of Dearborn’s truce informally from officers of the New York militia, and fearing that he would soon be cut off from his supply lines and surrounded by a larger force of Indians and British troops, Hull broke off his siege of Malden and retreated to Fort Detroit. Hull’s hasty retreat in the face of little more than rumors of an impending attack, while opposed by a much smaller enemy force at Fort Malden, left many of his men questioning his leadership. One of his officers wrote, “This fatal and unaccountable step dispirited the troops” and “left to the tender mercy of the enemy the miserable Canadians, who had joined us.”4


Some militia officers discussed plans to replace Hull, but a lack of support from the ranking officer of the regulars ended the effort before it began. Morale among the troops—now hunkered down behind the walls of Fort Detroit—was further undermined when a third attempt to break through to the supplies trapped at the Raisin failed to find the supply train’s encampment. When Hull ordered the relief force to return to Detroit, many of the men refused to come back, so diminished was their confidence in his leadership.

The British took advantage of Hull’s delay to bring in more troops and artillery and surround the American force entrenched in Fort Detroit. It was Hull’s misfortune that the gathering British forces were led by General Isaac Brock, one of the most talented commanding officers the British had in Canada. And as Brock strengthened his forces and planned his attack, Britain’s influential Indian agent Matthew Elliott organized the region’s native warriors to join with Brock to expel the American invaders for good.

Preying on what he suspected was Hull’s fear of a massacre from Britain’s Indian allies, Brock tried to create the impression that many more Indian warriors were on their way and that the British might not be able to control them. On 16 August, while the British were still in the process of assembling their forces in preparation for an attack, a discombobulated General William Hull, without consulting any of his officers, raised the white flag over the fort and surrendered his command,5 as well as his army, cannons, muskets, and five thousand pounds of gunpowder. The American Colonel Lewis Cass said that “even the women were indignant at so shameful a degradation of the American character.”6


Ever the pessimist, Hull managed to spread his gloom and despair to others before being carted off as a prisoner of war. Several days before surrendering Fort Detroit, Hull sent a message to Captain Nathan Heald, commander of the sixty-five regulars and twenty civilians at Fort Dearborn (at what is now the intersection of Michigan Avenue and Wabash Drive in Chicago), urging him to withdraw hundreds of miles east to Fort Wayne in Indiana Territory because Fort Dearborn’s safety would be in grave jeopardy if Fort Detroit were to fall, a prediction Dearborn personally fulfilled within a few days. Also of consideration for Fort Dearborn’s security was the earlier loss of Fort Mackinac, which had cut off Heald’s only reliable supply line around the lakes.

Carrying Hull’s message of despair from Fort Detroit across the northern plains of Indiana Territory to Fort Dearborn was a force of thirty Miami scouts led by a skilled frontiersman named William Wells. Wells had been captured by the Miami as a child, raised as a warrior, adopted by Miami chief Little Turtle, and married off to the chief’s sister. In his youth Wells had often fought as a Miami warrior against whites but later attempted to straddle both worlds.7 Although Heald and his troops were well stocked in a strong fort and confident they could prevail in any fight against the unfriendly Potawatomi Indians in the area, the fort’s commander reluctantly did as Hull ordered and arranged for the evacuation of the fort under the promised protection of five hundred Potawatomi, who had been threatening Fort Dearborn in the months leading up to its ordered evacuation.

Having spent a good bit of his life living with the Indians of the Western Territories, William Wells had no illusions about a Potawatomi promise of safe passage and urged Heald to ignore Hull’s order to evacuate the fort. But Heald would not disobey his superior and began the evacuation after destroying what gunpowder they could not carry with them and pouring the fort’s whiskey supply into a nearby stream.8 Wells rode out of the fort with black paint covering his face as a traditional Miami sign that he expected to be killed before sundown.9 Wells’s prescience was demonstrated a short time later as the retreating American force, which included nine women and eighteen children, marched south along the shore of Lake Michigan. The American soldiers and civilians and their Miami escorts had gone but a few miles when the five hundred Potawatomi, egged on by agents from Tecumseh and British traders and angry at the loss of the whiskey and gunpowder, attacked the retreating column.  The fort’s soldiers and Miami scouts put up a vain defense in hand-to-hand fighting. A Canadian historian describes the butchery: “Within the wagons, where the young children are huddled, there is greater horror. One young Indian slips in and slaughters twelve single-handed, slicing their heads from their bodies in a fury of blood lust.”10


Most of the Americans and their Miami escorts were killed, but a few were captured and many of those were tortured. It was rumored that twenty-nine soldiers, seven women, and six children survived as prisoners and were distributed among the surrounding villages, marching past “the naked and headless bodies of the women and children” on their way.11 Canadian historian Pierre Berton writes, “The Potawatomi knocked the seriously wounded captives on the head; later they used others as centerpieces for happy evenings of torture. Hardship and abuse killed more: only eighteen seemed to have survived until war’s end.”12 Pinned to the ground by his fallen horse, Wells was shot dead, beheaded, and his head hoisted on a stake. “Another cuts out the heart and divides it among the chiefs who eat it raw, hoping thereby to absorb some of Wells’s courage.”13


Much of the blame for this series of debacles was deservedly laid on the shoulders of William Hull, the American military commander for the region who lost his nerve before a smaller force. Former president Thomas Jefferson denounced the “‘treason, or the cowardice, or both, of Hull,’ demanding that he be hanged or shot.”14 When Hull was later paroled by the British and returned to the United States, a court-martial was held and he was convicted of cowardice and neglect of duty. Though sentenced to death, he was spared by President Madison because of his “revolutionary services and advanced age.”

As troop movements slowed in the west with winter’s approach, the only bright spot of the early days of the western campaign against Britain was Captain Zachary Taylor’s defense of Fort Harrison on the Wabash River in the western part of the Indiana Territory, near the Illinois border. Defended by a tiny garrison that included many on the sick list, Fort Harrison was attacked on 4 September by a large band of warriors led by Tecumseh. The Indians scored early and succeeded in burning down one of the fort’s blockhouses in a violent conflagration fueled by the casks of whiskey stored there.15 But Taylor was able to rally his small force, and the garrison held off Tecumseh’s assault until a column of Kentucky militiamen broke the siege on the 8th and drove  the Indians into retreat. Explaining his success, Taylor later told his commander, General Harrison, that “my presence of mind did not for a moment forsake me.”16


At exactly the same time Fort Harrison was attacked, American troops at Fort Madison, much farther to the west on the Iowa side of the Mississippi River, were also under attack by Indians. On the first day of the assault, and within hailing distance of one of the fort’s sentries, a soldier was killed and scalped.17 The next day the Indians placed his heart and head on stakes and displayed them to the troops guarding the fort to frighten them into retreat or surrender. Despite the horrifying mutilation of their fellow soldier, the troops inside remained resolute, and the isolated Fort Madison held on for another year. Fort Wayne, in the northeast corner of Indiana Territory, was also under siege by Indians in late August and early September 1812. General William Henry Harrison ordered nine hundred troops from Ohio to relieve it, and reinforced this vanguard with another thousand troops whom he himself led to Fort Wayne. Thanks to his swift and overwhelming response, the siege was broken and the fort secured for the winter.

As the autumn chill set in along America’s distant frontier, much of the northwest had been lost to the Indians and the British. Within the space of half a year, the Americans had been pushed out of Michigan, Illinois, and most of northern Indiana. They were also harried by hostile forces in the northwest corner of Ohio, a state since 1803. But however bad the situation was on the western frontier during those first few months of war, General Harrison had managed to stabilize the front by winter, successfully holding a thin line of forts stretching from central Indiana to the northwest corner of Ohio.

Elsewhere in the world, on 23 June 1812, five days after America declared war on Britain, advance elements of Napoleon’s 422,000-man Grande Armée crossed from Poland, near Nieman, into Russia. Battle casualties, disease, and desertion would reduce the army to no more than a hundred thousand soldiers when it entered Moscow almost three months later on 14 September, just a week after Zachary Taylor beat back Tecumseh at Fort Harrison. The Russian capital had already been abandoned and set to the torch before Napoleon’s arrival. Finding no shelter, forage, or food, the Grande Armée began its retreat from Moscow on 19 October, just as the Russian winter settled in.





CHAPTER THREE

OLD IRONSIDES


As his uncle William Hull contemplated the surrender of Fort Detroit to the British, Captain Isaac Hull was sailing into the Atlantic against an enemy whose naval forces outnumbered the Americans by about forty to one. Nothing in the record suggests the least bit of reluctance or doubt on Isaac’s part about fulfilling his orders. To the contrary, his letters and log indicate that he approached the assignment with a sense of glee and confidence, despite the overwhelming odds and the inexperience of the crew he had cobbled together in the spring and early summer of 1812. But for Captain Hull, none of that mattered because the ship he commanded was one of the finest in the world. Boasting technological innovations that originated with the American warships of an earlier generation, the Constitution was more than a match for any British ship serving on the Atlantic station, and Hull was certain she would prevail in any battle on this first voyage of the new war.

When Congress gave President Madison his declaration of war, the secretary of the navy, Paul Hamilton, a planter from South Carolina, wrote to all of his officers about the situation and what would be expected of them. To Isaac  Hull, who was staying in Washington while Constitution received a quick overhaul in Alexandria, Virginia, Hamilton wrote,
. . . you are with the force under your command entitled to every belligerent right to attack and capture, and to defend—You will use the utmost dispatch to reach New York after you have made your complement of men &c. at Annapolis—In your way hence you will not fail to notice the British flag . . . but you are not to understand me as impelling you to battle, previously to your having confidence in your crew unless attacked, or with a reasonable prospect of success.1
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