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  Introduction




  The object of this book is to chronicle and explain the high politics of American naval history, the reasons why statesmen, politicians, bureaucrats, and Navy men accepted certain ideas and adopted particular plans, strategies, and shipbuilding policies rather than others. The book is also concerned with the interplay among international politics, American foreign policy, overall military strategy, naval strategy, tactics, and naval operations. Readers seeking an overarching theory of naval or “maritime” power that explains or codifies the events of this history will be irremediably disappointed. I have found none that will bear the burden of the historical evidence. Nor will readers find any convenient compendium of historical lessons or prescriptions. The simplistic “lessons of history” seldom rise above the level of Napoleon’s aphorisms.




  Any history of the U.S. Navy must somehow come to terms with the tremendous burden of the legacy of Alfred Thayer Mahan, the famous theorist of “seapower.” No historian exerted such a pervasive influence on historians’ views of American naval policy. Mahan gave intellectual respectability to the exercise of American military power and to the acquisition of an overseas empire. The reader of History of the U.S. Navy will soon notice, however, the absence of what all too easily became the accepted prescriptions of his work. As a piece of propaganda, the conceit of “seapower” still appeals to the U.S. Navy’s abiding sense of tradition, but Mahan’s ideas on how this amorphous concept should be applied to practical policy and strategic choices had surprisingly little influence on the historical development of the U.S. Navy. Thus, from the standpoint of the historian, Mahan is more important as an actor in the late nineteenth-century drama than as a historian or theorist. I view his works as delightful polemics openly intended to demonstrate the value of capital ship fleets to imperial powers. I have not used his concept of “seapower” as a benchmark to evaluate policy or strategy on the grounds that his thesis does not in any satisfactory way help to explain the events that constitute the story of the U.S. Navy. Nor, I should add, did I find the notion of “command of the sea” terribly useful, although Clark Reynolds’ gifted exposition of the role of thalassocracies in world history is an elegant intellectual argument that deserves further study.




  In place of the “seapower” and “command of the sea” concepts, I have taken a somewhat different approach. This book attempts to show how presidents, bureaucrats, legislators, and Navy men devised and refined American naval policy by testing its utility as a servant of particular foreign policy goals and interests. The U.S. Navy has served many functions. Social liberals are now using the Navy to express and implement cultural change. Political conservatives view the Navy as a bonding agent of nationalism and a representation of national strength. For others, the Navy functions as a useful symbol of national pride. It is a source of prestige, myths, and, yes, history. As a class, naval officers and civil servants working for the Navy Department have made significant contributions to our national life in many fields: technology, pure and applied science, exploration, navigation, medicine, management, and engineering. These multifarious aspects of American naval activity are, however, and always have been, secondary to the Navy’s main business, which is to serve as the handmaiden of diplomacy, the clenched fist of foreign policy. As Secretary of the Navy Hilary Herbert put it in June 1893, at the midpoint in this history, “A nation’s navy is the right arm of its diplomacy.”1




  From the founding of the Continental Navy to the opening phase of the new world order of the 1990s, most informed American politicians have considered warships to be useful, flexible tools with which to achieve foreign policy objectives. To bring this dynamic into focus, I have attempted to explain changes in the architecture and objectives of American foreign policy and domestic partisan politics before describing the resulting naval activity. The careful reader will discover that, almost invariably, at least at the outset of an era or a crisis, the Navy was found to be inadequate or inappropriate in some important way to the immediate task at hand. This is largely due to three influences. First, most ships and many weapons have a longer shelf life than the foreign policy problems they were built to help solve or the strategic or tactical challenges they were constructed to meet. More often than not, ships and naval weapons designed to deal with one threat were employed to confront a quite different menace. Second, with rare exceptions, the single most important determinant in American naval shipbuilding policy has been politics—presidential, legislative, or electoral—and its regional and partisan components. Third, the way the electorate rotates the holders of political offices in this democracy is paralleled by the Navy’s historic practice of rotating its leading officer personnel. The result is that the play of naval policy is performed by a cast whose actors change constantly. Any snapshot of the Navy’s history exposes the transient dynamism and untidiness of this process.




  The histories of American foreign policy and the American navies are divided into three fairly distinct eras. Changes in foreign policy objectives were reflected in new missions for the Navy and new configurations of its fleet. In the first era, from the Revolutionary War to the end of the nineteenth century, the Continental Navy and the U.S. Navy served as agents of Continentalism and Maritime Access. As a foreign policy objective, Continentalism encompassed the achievement of political independence and the defense of home territory; territorial expansion to secure natural, defensible coastal, river, or mountain frontiers; and the resolution of the domestic quarrel between competing sectional versions of nationalism. The Navy played a vital role in reaching each of these goals. The corollary to Continentalism was Maritime Access, a policy that sprang from the convergence of the mercantile character of the American economy and the determination of many leading American politicians to avoid an excessive dependence on Europe, her politics, and her markets. Maritime Access embodied the concept of “freedom of the seas,” the right of non-belligerent shipping to unimpeded freedom of navigation in wartime, the policy of policing the seas against individual or state-sponsored piracy, the conviction that the United States should insist that the nations of Asia, Latin America, and Africa treat Americans as they did Europeans, and the belief that Americans trading, preaching, or simply residing overseas deserved their government’s armed protection. An active Navy featuring active overseas station squadrons was essential to the advancement and enforcement of Maritime Access. In this era, foreign policy, partisan politics, naval policy, and strategy interacted in ways so complex and in such intimate proximity as to make meaningless the argument that the policy choices involved were simply between building sails-of-the-line or frigates, between accepting sail or steam as a means of propulsion, or between adopting a strategy of fleet engagements or a strategy of commerce raiding and coastal defense.




  At the dawn of the twentieth century, Europe quite belatedly recognized the United States as one of the Great Powers. American statesmen, often without admitting it or even understanding what was afoot, behaved accordingly. The upshot was that, owing to her peculiar geopolitical position, the United States became, somewhat unwillingly, the arbiter of the balance of power in both Europe and Asia. Strengthed by the nation’s mature industrial-agricultural economy and her stable politics, American statesmen used the U.S. Navy’s newly constructed battle fleets to establish, defend, and expand the American sphere of influence, to construct a network of outlying coaling stations, far-flung naval bases, and temporary overseas alliances, and to rearrange the balance of power when the occasion demanded. The growth of the U.S. Navy’s power and size merely paralleled the concurrent increase in American political and economic influence and coincided with the decline of Europe’s imperial system, Britain’s fast shrinking international authority, and the last chapter in the history of the Royal Navy’s global naval power. By 1945, every informed international statesman looked to Washington to shape the postwar world, the American economy fabricated nearly half of the entire world’s annual production of metal-bent goods, and the U.S. Navy had crushed her main wartime rivals and now dwarfed the seagoing forces of America’s allies.




  The main features of naval power had changed dramatically. Not one ship type performed the tactical function in World War II for which it was designed and built. In the daytime, carriers attacked ships and inland targets, while the fast battleships and heavy cruisers provided the carriers with antiaircraft support. At night, the equation was reversed. Destroyers became radar and sonar pickets, heavy escorts for merchantmen, and antisubmarine escorts for battleship-carrier task forces. And the function and character of bombardment munitions broadened exponentially. The appearance of submarines, sea-based and land-based aircraft, various electromechanical devices, radio communications, and specialized amphibious vessels complicated not only the policy problem of how to balance a fleet but also the strategic and tactical problems involved in operating it.




  At the end of the war, the beginning of the third historical era, the U.S. Navy found itself almost overnight called on to take up the role of global bailiff. The two world wars had destroyed Europe’s monarchical system, the classical balances of power in Europe and Asia, and the imperial regimes that had long dominated the Eurasian periphery and its appendages. Almost every nation had come to view its bilateral relations with the United States as the most significant aspect of its diplomacy, and only the Soviet Union—moved, as was the United States, by a long history of expansionism and a universalist ideology—challenged America’s reluctant assumption of global authority. The U.S. Navy was again called on to serve as the sharp sword of American foreign policy. By conscious decision, the United States adopted a foreign policy of containment of Soviet power and ideology and wittingly assumed a new role as a global superpower, the defender of a stable world order, the advocate of the universalist values of democracy and capitalism, and the often disinterested adjudicator of regional disputes. This position, coupled with the advent of nuclear weapons, the collapse of the traditional world order, the establishment of the great rival Cold War alliance systems, and the accumulation of various overseas military obligations by the United States complicated the questions of naval policy and strategy as never before. The appearance of nuclear munitions, naval reactors, jet aircraft, and airborne and sea-based missiles, and the marriage of nuclear reactors and submarines meant that the definition of a capital ship was no longer clear, and that the function of the capital ship was even less obvious. The invention of the transistor and the microchip made possible the development of missiles that could sink ships or protect them, and even destroy entire cities. Were capital ships to be ship-killers or were they to deliver munitions against enemy home territory? Were they to deter wars or fight them? Did the Navy need a large number of single-purpose ships or a smaller number of multimission vessels? How might the U.S. Navy, configured for the most part to deal with its great Soviet rival, also support American foreign policy goals in situations in which the Cold War contest was only marginally relevant? And when the Cold War ended, was the Navy to continue to be the global bailiff and uphold the New World Order? In identifying and answering these difficult questions, the Navy helped Americans rediscover that naval power plays an essential function in protecting and advancing the Republic’s interests.




  In this book I employ an occasional naval term. My goal in doing so is to give some nautical flavor to the text, not to awe, confuse, or confound the general reader. Also, I have followed most of the guidelines on writing naval history laid down by the master of all American naval historians, Samuel Eliot Morison. For instance, during World War II the Navy assigned numerical designations to almost every formation of ships and other embarked forces. In an attempt at clarity, I have adopted Morison’s recommendation that naval historians assign such formations functional or geographical force names. In a deviation from Morison’s advice, however, I have adopted the Naval Institute’s useful practice of preceding the name of each naval vessel with the article “the.”




  A complete list of works consulted for this history would take up another book. Sources for important or controversial evidence, quotations, and interpretations are listed in the notes. For further information, readers should consult the bibliographies, general histories, or special studies listed below.




  Three bibliographers have made a significant contribution to the study of the history of the U.S. Navy. Paolo E. Coletta, A Bibliography of American Naval History (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1981), is a selected bibliography of about 5,000 of the most important books and articles. The most prolific American naval bibliographer is Myron J. Smith, Jr., whose compilations encompass the entire history of the U.S. Navy. They are: Navies in the American Revolution: A Bibliography (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1973); The American Navy, 1789–1860: A Bibliography (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1974); The American Navy, 1865–1918: A Bibliography (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1972); American Civil War Navies: A Bibliography (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1972); The American Navy, 1918–1941 (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1974); World War II at Sea: A Bibliography of Sources in English (Metuchen, N.J.: Scarecrow Press, 1976); World War II at Sea: A Bibliography of Sources in English, 1974–1989 (Metuchen, NJ.: Scarecrow Press, 1990); and The United States Navy and Coast Guard, 1946–1983: A Bibliography (Jefferson, N.C.: McFarland, 1984). Dean C. Allard, et al., U. S. Naval History Sources in the United States (Washington: Department of the Navy, 1979–), identifies manuscript, archival, and other special collections deposited in over 250 American archives and libraries.




  Kenneth J. Hagan, This People’s Navy (New York: Free Press, 1990), which was published too late to be of use for this book, is mostly devoted to the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and the decades before World War II. Hagan portrays the history of American naval policy and strategy as involving a series of relatively simple, unambiguous choices, such as the choice between heavy capital ships and battle fleets for fleet engagements, or guerre d’escadre, on the one hand and light cruisers and other small vessels for coastal defense and commerce raiding, or guerre de course, on the other. Hagan’s bias in favor of small ships and a small U. S. Navy and his New Left interpretation of American foreign policy are evident throughout his account. Paolo Coletta, American Maritime Heritage in Brief (3rd. ed.; University Press of America, 1986), is a valuable, succinct outline that assesses its subject within the context of Alfred Thayer Mahan’s concept of “command of the sea.” Edward L. Beach, The United States Navy: 200 Years (New York: Henry Holt, 1986), contains a lively, eccentric account of the U.S. Navy in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Beach stresses the interest of Navy men in technology and tactical problems but has surprisingly little to say about American naval policy or strategy in World War I, World War II, or the Cold War. Howarth’s and Beach’s works are documented; Hagan’s and Coletta’s are not.




  Multiauthored studies tend to be more eclectic. Kenneth J. Hagan, ed., In Peace and War (2nd ed. rev.; Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1984), contains eighteen essays on American naval policy. The authors give less weight to abstract strategic concepts as the driving force behind naval policy than to the objective realities of international and domestic politics. Standing rigidly in defense of the older “command of the sea” concept are two volumes written for use as textbooks at the Naval Academy: E. B. Potter, Chester W. Nimitz, et al., Sea Power: A Naval History (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1960), and its much truncated successor, E. B. Potter et al., Sea Power (2nd ed. rev.; Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1981). Neither of the Sea Powervolumes deals in any serious way with the Cold War. Of these multiauthored histories, only the essays in Hagan, ed., In Peace and War are documented.




  Three older works are also worth consulting. Fletcher Pratt, The Navy: A History (Garden City, N.Y.: Garden City Publishing, 1941), is the most lively account to date. Edgar Stanton MacClay, A History of the United States Navy from 1775 to 1901 (2nd ed. rev., 3 Vols.; New York: D. Appleton, 1904); and John R. Spears, History of the United States Navy from Its Origin to the Present Day, 1775–1897 (5 Vols.; New York: Scribner, 1897–1899), were published in the immediate aftermath of the Spanish-American War.




  Students of American naval policy should first consult Charles Oscar Paullin, Paullin’s History of Naval Administration, 1775–1911 (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1968), a collection of articles published in the U.S. Naval Institute Proceedings between 1905 and 1914. Harold and Margaret Sprout, The Rise of American Naval Power (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1939), leaning heavily on Paullin’s articles, analyze naval policy using Mahan’s “seapower” concept as a benchmark. Hagan’s This Peoples Navy articulates the antithesis of the Sprouts’ influential study. Robert G. Albion, Makers of Naval Policy, 1798–1947 (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1980), takes the story up to the eve of the Korean War. Paolo E. Coletta, ed., The Secretaries of the Navy (2 Vols., Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1980), and Robert W. Love, Jr., ed., The Chiefs of Naval operations (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1980), are multiauthored biographical essays of important figures. All these works are documented. Short accounts of the careers of American flag officers may be found in Clark G. Reynolds, Famous American Admirals (New York: Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1978), and William B. Cogar, Dictionary of Admirals of the U.S. Navy (3 Vols., Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1989–). As the learned Professor Michael Palmer recently observed, however, there exists an urgent need for an up-to-date administrative history of the Navy.




  Two superb specialized works are essential for an understanding of important aspects of American naval history: Robert G. Albion and Jennie B. Pope, Sea Lanes in Wartime: The American Experience, 1775–1945 (2nd ed., rev., Hamden, Conn.: Archon Books, 1968), and Randolph W. King and Prescott Palmer, eds., Naval Engineering and American Seapower (Baltimore: Nautical and Aviation Publ., 1989). Ships’ histories abound. Dictionary of American Naval Fighting Ships (Washington: Dept. of the Navy, 1959–81) is a basic reference that provides an account of the operations of each vessel. This invaluable work is currently being updated by the Naval History Center. Howard Chapelle, The American Sailing Navy (New York: Norton, 1949), and Howard Chapelle, The Search for Speed Under Sail, 1700–1855 (New York: Norton, 1967), are classic studies. William E. McMahon, Dreadnought Battleships and Battle Cruisers (Washington: University Press of America, 1978), not only provides useful information on each vessel but also points out the highlights of its operational history. The dean of modern ships’ historians, Norman Friedman, has written a remarkable series of detailed design histories. These include Battleship Design and Development, 1905–1945 (New York: Mayflower Books, 1978); U. S. Battleships (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1985); U. S. Cruisers (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1984); U. S. Destroyers (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1982); Carrier Air Power (New York: Rutledge Press, 1981); U. S. Aircraft Carriers (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1983); and Submarine Design and Development (Annapolis: Naval Institute Press, 1984).




  Two well-written, carefully documented surveys that treat the U.S. Navy within the broader context of American military history are Russell F. Weigley, The American Way of War (New York: Macmillan, 1973), and Allan R. Millett and Peter Maslowski, For the Common Defense: A Military History of the United States of America (New York: Free Press, 1984). To place American naval history within the greater context of foreign policy and diplomacy, the reader may rely on Thomas A. Bailey, A Diplomatic History of the American People (6th ed., New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, 1958); Richard W. Leopold, The Growth of American Foreign Policy (New York: Knopf, 1962); and Armin Rappaport, A History of American Diplomacy (New York: Macmillan, 1975). Thomas G. Paterson, J. Garry Clifford, and Kenneth J. Hagan, American Foreign Policy (2nd. ed., 2 Vols., Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1988), is a more recent summary of the views of the New Left. Ruhl J. Barnett, ed., The Record of American Diplomacy (2nd ed., New York: Knopf, 1950), is a useful collection of basic documents and helpful commentaries.




  Chapter One The American Revolution 1775–1778





  When Americans first took up arms against Britain in 1775, they drew on a rich maritime heritage rooted in Europe’s great age of overseas exploration and discovery. The British mercantilist system, the colonies’ need to import finished goods and export staples, and the relatively low cost of timber had led to the development in North America of several thriving maritime industries. On the eve of the Revolutionary War, Boston, New York, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Norfolk, and Charleston were already prosperous ports, and from Boston Bay to the Chesapeake a large shipbuilding industry had recently matured. America’s shipyards built sloops and brigs for Britain’s Royal Navy, and her mariners knew how to navigate the major trade routes of the Western world. Still, Americans were keenly aware of Britain’s awesome naval might, a force that had crushed the Dutch in three Anglo-Dutch wars in the mid-1600s and had ably defended Britain and her overseas empire over the past century in four great imperial wars against France. After the Peace of Paris ended the Seven Years’ War in 1763, Britain’s fleet was the dominant factor in the Atlantic balance of power.




  At the same time, however, the Royal Navy’s presence in North American waters served as one source of the colonies’ growing irritation with imperial policy. During the Seven Years’ War, colonial governments had repeatedly begged the Admiralty for naval protection for their coastal trade and fishing fleets—more protection than the hard-pressed Royal Navy could provide. And when Parliament adopted a postwar policy of using the Royal Navy to enforce its mercantilist trade laws, Americans began to view the British fleet not as a protector but as a menace to their politics. To collect mercantilist duties—many of which had not been paid for years—the Admiralty established a patrol station off Newport in 1763. This infuriated many Rhode Islanders, and in 1764 Governor Stephen Hopkins ordered the fort on Goat Island to fire on the British schooner St. John. A mob of colonists burned a Royal Navy tender the following year and another gang destroyed the tax-collecting sloop Liberty in 1769. In June 1772, when word reached Providence that the British cutter Gaspée had run aground chasing the Rhode Island packet Hannah, Abraham Whipple, an experienced privateer, and a band of angry locals set the 8-gun revenue ship ablaze. John Adams likened Rear Admiral John Montagu, commander of the Royal Navy’s North American station, to “a beast of prey” for his vigorous enforcement of the mercantilist Townshend Acts.1




  For their part, many British strategists believed that they could use the Royal Navy to put down the growing rebellion. Montagu reported in 1773 that he could have “prevented” the Boston Tea Party “by firing upon the town.” The Admiralty reacted to the burning of the Gaspée by dispatching Captain James Wallace in the 24-gun frigate Rose to Newport at the end of 1774, and within six months he had entirely shut down Rhode Island’s profitable molasses trade. “A conquest by land is unnecessary” to put down the rebels, for they “can be reduced to distress and then obedience by our Marine,” claimed Lord Barrington, secretary of state for war. Taking this line, Prime Minister Lord North responded to the Tea Party by having Parliament pass the Port Act, which closed the port of Boston. Vice Admiral Samuel Graves, who relieved Montagu, stationed eight warships off Boston harbor to clamp off trade, and in March 1775 Parliament passed the Restraining Act, which was intended to thoroughly cripple New England’s maritime economy.2




  Closing Boston harbor caused the colonists to organize to defend their liberties. Meeting in Philadelphia during the fall of 1774, the First Continental Congress decided to boycott British goods, petitioned George III for a return to the imperial policies of 1763, and declared several acts of Parliament “unconstitutional.” This set in motion a train of events that led to the exchange of shots at Lexington and Concord the following year, which in turn caused New England’s militia to lay siege to the British troops in Boston. The Second Continental Congress reacted by urging the colonies in May 1775 to arm themselves. A Continental Army was established and George Washington named its commanding general. Washington was ordered to Boston, but before he arrived, the Redcoats took the offensive at Bunker Hill and won a costly tactical victory. Even though they lost, this battle convinced the rebels that they might win on the battlefield if they had enough gunpowder and arms. In the meantime, to recover the ships Captain Wallace had captured, the Rhode Island General Assembly had established for the colony a fleet of two sloops. One of them, Commodore Whipple’s 10-gun sloop Katy, seized a number of vessels, but his small force was no match for the powerful British frigate Rose, which held the Newport station.
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  Washington’s need for arms to besiege Boston led directly to the establishment of the Continental Navy. On 11 August 1775 word reached Philadelphia that two unescorted British brigantines carrying guns and powder were at sea en route to Quebec. Congress reacted promptly, naming John Adams, Silas Deane, and John Langdon to a Marine Committee that was to devise some means of intercepting and capturing those vessels. Adams, an experienced maritime lawyer and one of the most influential men in Philadelphia at the time, favored armed resistance, political independence, and measures designed to create an intercolonial “naval power.” Under his guidance, the Marine Committee persuaded Congress to allow Washington to commission warships into his command and to acquire two armed vessels from Massachusetts. The committee also asked the governors of Rhode Island and Connecticut to loan the Continental Army some of their state naval vessels to support the siege of Boston.3




  Before receiving these instructions from Congress, Washington had, on his own, arranged for the armed schooner Hannah to put to sea in September in search of British cargo shipping. Sadly, the Hannah took only a handful of minor prizes before the crew mutinied. Undaunted, Washington armed several more schooners. Few of them caught any prizes, although the victories were worth the expense and the aggravation. In November and December, the schooner Lee took several British ships off New England, including the brig Nancy, which provided the Continental Army with hundreds of muskets and several tons of powder and shot. In January 1776, to prevent further losses, the new commander of the North American Squadron, Vice Admiral Molyneux Shuldham, ordered that “no stores or supplies may be sent in the future except in armed vessels.” Because of the fog on the Atlantic coast, he added, convoys are “not to be depended on.” By adopting an interdiction strategy, the Americans were compelling the enemy to redistribute his offensive naval forces.4




  Meanwhile, the inability of Rhode Island’s navy to deal with the Rose led the colony’s General Assembly to instruct Stephen Hopkins, its delegate in Philadelphia, to propose on 3 October 1775 that Congress build a seagoing fleet “at Continental expense” to defend the colonies’ coastal waters. Several southern delegates opposed this policy. Maryland’s Samuel Chase, a widely known wit, labeled it “the maddest idea in the world, to think of building an American fleet. Its latitude is wonderful. We should mortgage the whole continent.” England’s economy depended on the American trade, he asserted, and Britain would soon realize that she could not afford to wage war against her best customers, the colonists. Other southerners “agree that a fleet would protect and secure the trade of New England but deny that it would help the southern colonies,” Adams noted. This view was not unanimous, however, and a handful of tidewater southerners—including Christopher Gadsden of South Carolina and George Gythe of Virginia—supported the navy measure. The “expense would be great” and “the weight of metal, or the quantity of tonnage may be small,” but “a naval force would destroy single cutters and cruisers.” While an American fleet could not meet the Royal Navy in battle, “it might oblige our enemies to sail in fleets.”5




  Once Congress had authorized Washington to acquire and operate cruisers, it turned to a second report by the Marine Committee that embodied Adams’ plan to establish a Continental Navy. In a resolution adopted on 13 October, Congress voted to acquire and fit out two national warships that were to “cruise eastward” into the North Atlantic and capture British transports “laden with arms and powder” then en route to North America. This marked the birth of the American Navy. Then, after word reached Philadelphia that the British had sacked Portland, Maine, the Marine Committee persuaded Congress to convert two additional merchantmen into warships and to assign them to general duties “for the protection and defense of the United Colonies.” This greatly enlarged the mission of the new Navy.




  A larger, reconstituted, and more broadly representative Marine Committee was assembled and met nightly for six weeks at a nearby tavern to organize the new establishment. Most of the members seemed less concerned with preparing a coherent plan of action than with rewarding their relatives, friends, and political allies with commissions. Stephen Hopkins, the senior delegate, persuaded the committee to name his younger brother, Esek, a brigadier general of the Rhode Island militia, as commander in chief of the Continental Navy. A merchant skipper with thirty years at sea, Hopkins, like Washington, offered to serve without pay. Silas Deane obtained a captaincy for his wife’s brother, Dudley Saltonstall, and the remaining captaincies went to equally deserving relations and friends, most of whom had commanded merchantmen at one time or another. Although he had few political connections, John Paul Jones, a Scottish immigrant with sixteen years at sea, apparently received some support from the Philadelphians and was named Hopkins’ senior lieutenant. Meanwhile, Adams, who was familiar with British maritime practices, took on the task of drafting the “Rules for the Regulation of the Navy of the United Colonies.” His product was precise, well written, and “less stringent” than the Royal Navy’s regulations, although Adams probably copied about half of his draft directly from a British text.6




  On 9 November George III rejected Congress’s Olive Branch Petition and denounced the colonists as rebels. Two weeks later, on 25 November, all Continental Navy vessels were authorized to attack any British warship, transport, or tender, as well as any other armed ship found to be operating against the colonies, and naval agents were hired to procure ships and material for the new fleet. The patriots did not have much time to build new ships and, in any event, did not believe that the war would last long, so before beginning construction of new warships they sought gifts of ships and decided to purchase as many swift raiders as possible. One of these was the new, swift merchantman Black Prince, bought from one of the Navy’s supporters, Robert Morris of Philadelphia. Renamed the Alfred in honor of the medieval founder of the English Navy, she was the first ship commissioned into the Continental Navy. She was soon joined by the brigs Columbus, Andrew Doria, and Cabot; the 10-gun schooners Wasp and Fly; and the 12-gun sloops Hornet and Providence. John Barry, an experienced merchant sailor, rerigged these vessels, and the Marine Committee hired Joshua Humphreys, a Philadelphia ship designer, to convert them into warships.




  [image: The ill-fated 697-ton Continental Navy frigate Raleigh, one of the thirteen frigates authorized by the Continental Congress in December 1775, was launched on 21 May 1776. Her first captain, Thomas Thompson, was suspended from the service after her first cruise. Her second skipper, the gallant John Barry, ran her aground on an island in Penobscot Bay in September 1778. Captured and taken into the British fleet, her unhappy history illustrates the difficulties of the Continental Navy during the Revolutionary War.]
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  Carried away by a tide of patriotic enthusiasm that peaked at the end of the year, Congress instructed the Marine Committee to superintend naval policy and on 11 December 1775 authorized the construction of thirteen frigates to serve as the backbone of the new fleet. American shipbuilders, familiar with small, swift, maneuverable brigs, sloops, and schooners, had never built sails-of-the-line—but they had not built a frigate for fifty years either. Their tradition of small-ship building had little or nothing to do with Congress’ early decision to build frigates rather than sails-of-the-line. The patriots needed warships that would get to sea quickly, disrupt Britain’s blockade, harass enemy convoys, and carry envoys abroad. Schooners and sloops were unsuitable for most of these missions and sails-of-the-line would take too long to build. Thus the frigate program, the largest public works effort undertaken in North America up to that time, was a reflection of various compromises among competing political and strategic needs. Still uncertain as to the exact naval or maritime demands of the rebellion, Congress chose to build frigates rated at 24, 32, and 36 guns because of their versatility and because a single frigate could overwhelm every enemy warship except another heavy frigate or a sail-of-the-line. “You are enabled to defend yourself against most single ships, and capable we hope of outsailing any of the enemies’” sail-of-the-line, Morris told frigate Captain Nicholas Biddle in early 1777. The seaworthy frigate also provided the means to defend ports and bays, interrupt the resupply of the British blockade, carry cash crops to overseas markets and return home with specie, transport diplomats to and from Europe, show the flag in foreign ports, raid enemy commerce, and harass the Royal Navy’s sea lines of communications. No other warship type possessed so much versatility in the age of sail.7




  The difficulty of disrupting the British blockade was illustrated by the Continental Navy’s single fleet operation. Lord Dunmore, Virginia’s last royal governor, had organized a small Loyalist squadron that was harassing patriot shipping and settlements on the lower Chesapeake. In December the squadron was reinforced by the arrival of the 28-gun British frigate Liverpool, and on New Year’s Day 1776 Dunmore bombarded and burned Norfolk. In response, the Marine Committee ordered Commodore Hopkins, the Continental Navy’s commander in chief, to sail south to “take or destroy all the naval force of our enemies” in the Chesapeake Bay if they were not “greatly superior to your own,” and then to “make yourself master of such forces as the enemy may have both in North and South Carolina.” Hopkins was then to return to New England and challenge the British blockade ships off the coast of Rhode Island. If these steps were beyond his means, then Hopkins was “to follow such courses as your best judgment shall suggest.” He might also add to his fleet by borrowing ships from friendly state governors.




  An icy river and slow recruiting prevented Hopkins from getting under way until February 1777, and by then he had decided that Congress’s plan was impractical. Not only was the British fleet active up and down the coast, but he now learned that the Liverpool had arrived on the Chesapeake. Also, Captain Whipple had alerted him to a report that there was a large store of supplies at New Providence in the Bahamas. Hopkins assessed his assemblage of newly rigged, converted merchant vessels manned by sickly, inexperienced crews and decided it was inferior to Dunmore’s force, so he decided to avoid the bay, ignore the Carolinas, and raid the Bahamas instead. The wisdom of this move was clear when a storm at sea forced Hopkins to detach the Hornet and the Fly from the squadron. Unfortunately, he had failed to inform Congress of his drastic change of plans.8




  New Providence was so important and so vulnerable that the Admiralty had ordered Admiral Shuldham to station a ship there, but he refused to do so, wrongly assuming that the garrison was “able to defend those stores without any additional force.” Hopkins landed in March, took poorly defended Fort Montague after firing a few shots, and accepted the surrender of the garrison in the small town of Nassau the next day. Most of the gunpowder had been carried away before the Americans arrived, but it still took fourteen days for them to load the stores onto their ships: seventy-one 9-pounders and 14-pounders, fifteen mortars, more than 10,000 rounds of ammunition, and other stores. During the voyage back to Rhode Island, Hopkins seized a British schooner and her tender, but he could not manage his ships in a fighting formation and therefore was unable to exert tactical control when the Alfred encountered the 20-gun British brig Glasgow. As a result, the Americans were trapped and outgunned in a melee with Captain Tyringham Howe of the Glasgow, a veteran who skillfully damaged Hopkins’ ships before escaping unharmed. Concerned about the damage to his squadron and fearful that other British warships were in the vicinity, Hopkins refused to give chase and limped back to New London instead.




  Unbeknownst to Hopkins, his descent on Nassau had profound and far-reaching consequences for the rebel cause. By extending the patriots’ reach into the West Indies, he had unwittingly widened considerably the geographic and economic scope of the rebellion. In British eyes, a small uprising confined at first to New England now menaced imperial trade and military outposts from one end of their North American holdings to the other. To meet this challenge, the Admiralty’s Lord Sandwich reinforced the Jamaica and Leeward Islands stations and stripped the Mediterranean Fleet in order to strengthen the Royal Navy in American waters.




  While Hopkins was en route to the West Indies, Philadelphia’s Robert Morris obtained a Continental Navy commission for Captain John Barry, who took command of the Lexington, a converted brig that the Marine Committee had recently acquired from Maryland’s Council of Safety. Like most Continental Navy captains, Barry was a veteran sailor who knew little about naval tactics or organized warfare; however, he had commanded several armed merchantmen and defended them against pirates. After Humphreys fitted out the Lexington, she cleared the Delaware Bay at the end of March 1776. In April, Barry closed on the British sloop Edward and, he reported, “shattered her in a terrible manner” during a brief gun duel, after which he seized her powder and arms. Barry reported this action to Congress, unaware that he was the first Continental Navy captain to capture a Royal Navy vessel. Eluding the heavy British frigate Roebuck, he returned to the Delaware and patrolled the bay during the summer, taking several more valuable prizes.9




  The success of Barry’s cruise stood in sharp contrast to Esek Hopkins’ refusal to challenge the Royal Navy below the Potomac, a decision that enraged southerners in the Continental Congress. Hopkins’ offer of his prizes to Rhode Island and Connecticut also poured the acid of sectionalism into the brew of petty bickering, recriminations, and courts martial that befell his squadron upon its return. His decision to leave his cannon at New London especially infuriated Congress. Adams, one of Hopkins’ supporters, contended that the commodore was “pursued and persecuted by that anti-New England spirit, which haunted Congress in many other proceedings.” Desertions depleted Hopkins’ crews, and he made the disastrous mistake of shifting his base to his home port of Providence, Rhode Island. Competing against privateers for sailors and supplies, he found it impossible to prepare his ships for another voyage. The Marine Committee urged him to again put to sea to concentrate on “the destruction of the enemy’s fleet in North Carolina or Virginia,” an order that took no account of the forlorn condition of his ships. Complaining about Hopkins’ failure to organize another fleet operation, Robert Morris pointed out that the Alfred was idle and the other ships dispersed on various unrelated duties. Hopkins was not blameless, and his abusive behavior angered Congress and led to his censure in August 1776. Bitter and unemployed, he blasted Congress again, finally admitted that the fleet’s problems were beyond him, and asked that someone else be named as a replacement. Hopkins was dismissed from the naval service in January 1778 and returned to Rhode Island politics, but no successor was named commander in chief of the Continental Navy.10




  The seeming failure of Hopkins’ operations was compared by the Navy’s critics to Washington’s success against Boston. After the Battle of Bunker Hill in June 1775, General Gage refused to mount further offensives, in part because both he and the British government still vainly hoped to settle the dispute over parliamentary authority without a war. These efforts all failed, and by January 1776 General Henry Knox brought artillery from recently captured Fort Ticonderoga to Dorchester Heights on the outskirts of Boston, from where he could pound the British position below. Gage was relieved soon after by General William Howe, whose brother, Admiral Richard Howe, was given the Boston naval command. Deeply committed to peace, Admiral Howe was already quarreling with the Admiralty’s Lord Sandwich over British strategy. Howe sought to isolate the conflict to a maritime police action off New England’s coast. He reduced the blockade from seventy-five to six ships and used his ships merely to compel the Americans to obey the Navigation Acts.




  The friction at sea intensified, however, when Congress in March 1776 passed a resolution authorizing the issuance of letters of marque to American privateers, who were encouraged for the first time to mount attacks on all British ships. Privateering would be, John Adams asserted, “a short, easy, and infallible method of humbling the English, preventing the effusion of an ocean of blood, and bringing the war to a conclusion.” This daring step also sent a signal to London that the rebels were unlikely to back down. Such evidence of American resolve unnerved the Howe brothers, neither of whom had the stomach to withstand a bloody siege, so on 17 March the British evacuated Boston and sailed north to the Royal Navy’s base at Halifax, Nova Scotia, to regroup. George III had made it clear, however, that he would accept nothing less from the Americans than complete submission to imperial authority, and in response on 4 July 1776 the Second Continental Congress reluctantly issued the Declaration of Independence.11




  Declaring independence forced waverers to make choices, directed American military efforts toward a single political objective, and came just in time to fortify patriot resolve in the face of greater British determination. Even the half-hearted Howe brothers decided to prosecute the war more vigorously. After months of delay, Admiral Howe agreed to execute the Admiralty’s orders to clamp a tight blockade on New England, destroy colonial shipping, and totally isolate the patriots from overseas trade. The fact that the Royal Navy had only twenty of its seventy frigates on station in North America made this difficult. Although the blockade badly crimped shipping north of the Delaware Bay, after the British evacuated Boston it was open to American shipping for the rest of the war. In August, General Howe landed a large army on Manhattan Island, forced Washington to retire to White Plains, and garrisoned New York. Howe’s men spread out over New Jersey trying, with little success, to enlist loyalist support. New York, however, remained firmly in enemy hands. David Bushnell, a private inventor, came up with a way to force the British fleet out of New York harbor. He manufactured a one-man, muscle-powered submarine that carried an early limpet mine containing gunpowder and a thirty-minute timer. In 1776 he sent his vessel out to blow up the 64-gun sail-of-the-line Eagle, then on station off Governor’s Island. The submarine’s driver could not attach the mine to the ship’s copper-sheathed hull, however, so he set it adrift before escaping and it exploded too far away to do any damage. Supported by a powerful fleet, British troops garrisoned New York for the remainder of the war.




  The northern prong of the British attack had even less success than Howe’s attempt in New Jersey. In May 1775, Vermont irregulars under Ethan Allen and Benedict Arnold had taken Fort Ticonderoga and its large store of British cannon. In early July, Washington directed Arnold to ride north to Maine, take command of a small army there, and advance westward against the enemy fortress at Quebec. Congress, expecting the French Canadians to join the American rebellion, simultaneously sent a separate expedition to invade Canada under General Richard Montgomery, who occupied Montreal after the British withdrew in November. When he learned that Arnold was about to storm Quebec, Montgomery marched to the southwest to join him, and the Americans attacked the city under the cover of a fierce blizzard. The British repulsed the attack, however, Montgomery was killed, and Arnold was wounded. When British ships brought reinforcements down the St. Lawrence River to Quebec, Arnold had to retire to Fort Ticonderoga in May 1776.




  Arnold now began to build a small lake squadron to hold northern New York against an invasion by 13,500 Redcoats under General Sir Guy Carleton. For their part, the British tore apart two schooners on the St. Lawrence and rebuilt them on the northern edge of Lake Champlain, where they had already constructed a vessel drawing 180 tons from local materials. This shipbuilding race was costly. It delayed the start of Carleton’s offensive until 11 October 1776, when the superior British squadron sailed south, its advance hastened by a strong north wind. Arnold hid his vessels behind Valcour Island just south of present day Plattsburgh and allowed the British to sail past his station before opening fire. Trying to beat back against the wind, the British made little headway during the day. That night Arnold’s squadron escaped south to Crown Point, where it was destroyed over the next forty-eight hours by an enemy in hot pursuit. The Battle of Valcour Island was a tactical victory but a strategic defeat for the British, as Arnold’s delaying strategy postponed their offensive until the eve of a bitter winter and compelled Carleton to retire to Canada rather than campaign in the snow.




  The Continental Congress was heartened by Carleton’s withdrawal, as well as by the early progress of the naval war at sea. A month after Congress had declared independence, Lieutentant John Paul Jones put to sea in the sloop Providence on his first independent cruise. During August and September 1776, he took sixteen British ships and destroyed two Nova Scotia fishing fleets. Congress promoted him to captain and gave him command of the Alfred. He again sailed onto the Grand Banks and captured six more small prizes plus the armed transport Mellish, which was loaded with winter uniforms badly needed by Washington’s Continental Army.




  Heartened by these operations, Congress supplemented the frigate program in November 1776 with an authorization to lay down three 74-gun sails-of-the-line, five more 36-gun frigates, a brig, and a packetboat. Ironically, the earlier thirteen-ship Continental Navy frigate program was far behind schedule, and had proven to be much more costly than Congress had expected. There were not enough shipyards in any one area to build all these ships and each region wanted the government’s business, so the contracts for the vessels were scattered around. This garnered political support for the Continental Navy, but at a high price in resulting inefficiency. Another problem was that the colonies had not manufactured cannon until 1775, when furnaces were first constructed for that purpose in Rhode Island. There was an effort to achieve some economies of scale by setting common standards for the ordnance on the basis of designs by David Rittenhouse and by concentrating all naval gun manufacturing at four Pennsylvania ironworks, but this effort failed, Orders for the Continental Army’s cannon took precedence over Navy orders, inflation afflicted prices, the demand for guns overwhelmed the capacity of the firms to produce them, and the distribution of the finished guns broke down.
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  Another problem was that, unlike the Army, the Continental Navy never developed a central commissary system. “Our principal dependence for Navy supplies are upon prizes,” the Board of Admiralty confessed as late as September 1780. Moreover, the Army almost always took precedence over the Navy in the distribution of captured arms and supplies. The Americans were inexperienced in producing saltpeter, and relied solely on imported or captured gunpowder during the early years of the war. Importing munitions to the colonies was forbidden by an imperial proclamation in 1774, creating scarcities when the war began that quickly exhausted stockpiles amassed in early 1775 and igniting a fierce competition thereafter among the Army, Navy, and state militias for captured arms. “You will give immediate notice to General Washington of such stores as you may capture which are necessary for the use of the Army,” the Marine Committee told John Barry on 29 January 1778, when ordering him out on a routine patrol of the Delaware Bay.12




  The original shipbuilding schedule specified that the first frigate be completed in March 1776, but none of these ships was ready for another year. Once they were launched, only half of them put to sea. The Trumbull, laid down in Saybrook, received her cannon in October 1776, but she drew too much water to cross the bar at the mouth of the Connecticut River and languished there until 1780. A pair of frigates laid down on the Hudson were burned when the British descended on New York, and another pair went up in flames when the British took Philadelphia. A sixth was captured on the Delaware River. The first Continental Navy frigate to get to sea was the Randolph, built in Philadelphia. Her cannon were brought on board in November 1776, and she stood out into the Atlantic in February 1777, but after only a few days a gale forced Captain Nicholas Biddle to put in to Charleston for repairs. He took six prizes during his next cruise, but was then bottled up in Charleston harbor when Admiral Howe clamped a blockade on the patriots’ southern ports. Although spiced with morale-building heroism, the practical results of these early frigate operations disappointed many of the Navy’s supporters.




  Like the Americans, the British were handicapped at the start of the war by excessive confidence, but after some early actions they became increasingly realistic in assessing the means needed to blockade America’s coast and suppress the constant menace of rebel privateering. The Royal Navy’s blockade “would soon make them tired of war,” Lord Sandwich predicted in 1777, but he also warned Lord North that “it must not, however, be imagined that any force will be sufficient entirely to execute the purpose of blocking up all the rebels’ ports and putting a total stop to their privateering.” In this contest for the control of American coastal waters, geography and the indigenous economy favored the patriots. No single port dominated American trade, there were no vital chokepoints through which rebel shipping had to pass, and New England’s rugged coastline offered an abundance of harbors and sheltered anchorages.13




  Sandwich’s concern about privateering was well founded. The mission of the American privateer was to pick on weaker enemy merchantmen, while avoiding serious combat at any cost. Whereas a Continental Navy vessel operated under moral and legal injunctions to challenge any enemy warship of equal or lesser strength, the privateer shrank from engaging the Royal Navy, relying instead on speed and stealth to evade enemy patrols and blockade stations. As a type, the privateer was not unique. Schooners, brigs, and larger merchantmen were all drafted into this service, and a large number of American privateers were actually built and armed to conduct these profitable cruises. One distinct American vessel, the letter-of-marque, a converted merchantman armed only for self-defense, was legally entitled to attack enemy vessels and earn prize money, although this activity was entirely incidental to her main function as an armed trader.




  Clusters of American privateers began to operate in 1776 off the Gulf of the St. Lawrence, taking small Canadian and British fishing vessels and merchantmen and occasionally raiding poorly defended settlements ashore. These ships operated with relative immunity, owing to the dispersed character of their attacks and their shrewd use of the regional fogs, storms, and high seas to mask their operations and hinder British defensive patrols out of the fleet base at nearby Halifax. American privateers found their most lucrative hunting grounds in the West Indies, however, and it was this area that attracted most of the southern privateers. To safeguard the movement of goods from the British Isles to the West Indies after 1775, the Admiralty established two westward convoy routes, one from Portsmouth, England, the other from Dublin, Ireland. Security for these operations was always poor, the convoys included up to 100 merchantmen and transports and took months to organize, and during the voyage across the Atlantic the loss of stragglers was common. Once the ships reached the Caribbean they dispersed, easy victims for the swarm of American privateers that infested the passages from the Atlantic into the Lesser Antilles.




  By 1776, there were 136 American privateers at sea. When British defensive measures reduced this number by half within a year, the Continental Congress reacted by issuing privateering commissions to armed French cruisers operating out of the French sugar islands of Guadeloupe and Martinique. The state governments also issued letters of marque to privateers in increasing numbers, and by the end of the war more than 50,000 American sailors had put to sea on a privateering cruise. Reporting from Halifax in 1777, Admiral Arbuthnot confessed to the Admiralty that the Continental Navy and American privateers had together combined to checkmate the Royal Navy. The British fleets were hard pressed to defend “our trade, which they have really cut up almost without molestation.” Although privateering raised havoc with Britain’s supply system, it also throttled the development of the Continental Navy. By May 1779, one Bostonian observed that manning privateers was no problem as “men seem as plenty as grasshoppers in the field. . . . Privateering was never more in vogue.” Naval officers, rather than appreciating the value of these raiders, despised the privateers for soaking dry the pool of seamen and leaving the Continental Navy’s ships with inadequate and inexperienced crews. Many officers felt themselves to be above “those licensed robbers,” whom John Paul Jones charged were “actuated by no nobler principle than that of self-interest.”14




  Not only were the British unable to contain the Americans at sea in 1776, but also the more important war on land went badly for them that year and promised to get worse. Fear of monarchs had long kept the British Army small by contrast to the forces of the powers of Europe, and with the onset of the Industrial Revolution the demand for labor in England remained high. This meant that recruiting for both armed services was difficult, so Britain hired foreign mercenaries. The Admiralty not only had to support the established North American command, but also was assigned to transport and supply new Army regiments shipped to the colonies. Within a few years, the War Office had transported about 72,000 soldiers to North America, a body of men that consumed over 120,000 tons of supplies annually. For this purpose, the independent Navy Board employed more than 500 transports, each of which carried from 250 to 400 tons per voyage. The enormity of the shipping effort, however, stretched to the limit the Royal Navy’s escort forces and exposed Britain’s sea line of communications to frequent American assaults. Nonetheless, if they did not persist in the face of this adversity, explained Lord George Germain, the secretary of state for North America, Britain would “never continue to exist as a great nation after we have lost . . . the American colonies.” A bold strategist, Germain convinced the cabinet to undertake complex operations in 1777 designed to sever New England from the mid-Atlantic and southern colonies. While holding New York City, General Howe was to support an invasion from Canada under General John Burgoyne, who was to march from the Richelieu River to Lake Champlain, and then southward along the banks of the Hudson.15




  Germain’s plan went awry from the start. Poor command and control plagued the entire sequence of operations. Instead of concentrating his army in New York, General Howe struck south against Philadelphia. At first, all went well for the British. The British fleet lifted Howe’s army to the mouth of the Delaware Bay, then advanced up the bay against Philadelphia. The small Continental Navy could neither disrupt this offensive nor even provide Washington with information about the enemy’s movements. As a result, Washington was defeated at the Battle of Brandywine. Marching overland to Philadelphia, the British penetrated the American lines, dooming the city and forcing Congress to flee. Although Washington inflicted a minor reverse on Howe at the Battle of Germantown, Howe knew that if the British fleet could force its way up the Delaware before the snows of winter ended the campaign, the Continental Army could be cornered like a fox treed by baying hounds. However, for a short time, the defenders of Mud Island denied the British fleet access to Philadelphia. Mud Island finally fell in November 1777, but by then it was too cold for Howe to pursue Washington, who settled into winter quarters at Valley Forge.




  Meanwhile, the second stage of Germain’s strategy was going awry in the north. From a secure base at Montreal, Burgoyne meandered south along the shores of Lake Champlain until he arrived at Fort Ticonderoga. From there, he fought his way south to Saratoga, but his lines of communications had been severed by American militiamen, and General Horatio Gates’ army defeated 5,000 Redcoats on 17 October 1777. Coupled with American naval operations that year, the Battle of Saratoga led directly to an alliance between the United States and France in 1778.




  Although the Continental Navy could not defend American waters, its operations on the high seas, plus those of American privateers, had already yielded important results. By mid-1777 the British had been forced to organize most of their North Americabound shipping into heavily escorted convoys. Although only four of the Continental frigates got to sea that year, even their failures kept the British busy. The Hancock and the Boston stood out of Massachusetts Bay in May 1777 to chase the British frigate Milford, but she escaped. Although the American squadron took another enemy frigate and a brig, the Hancock struck her colors when trapped by a British warship and the Boston fled home, where her captain was dismissed for cowardice. The Randolph was still blockaded in Charleston, but the frigate Raleigh was more fortunate. She could not put to sea in the spring of 1777 because of delays in manufacturing her cannon, but that summer Captain Thomas Thompson finally got under way, rendezvoused with the Alfred, and crossed the Atlantic carrying diplomatic correspondence for Benjamin Franklin, the American envoy in Paris. With orders to secure French military assistance and persuade the French monarchy to sign a military alliance with the united colonies, Franklin had been carried to Europe in December 1776 by Captain Lambert Wickes’ converted brig Reprisal.




  There was evidence that Europe was warming up to the American cause. On 17 November 1776, the 14-gun brig Andrew Doria was entering the harbor of St. Eustatius in the Dutch West Indies when she fired a salute to the Dutch flag. Following an ancient custom, Johannes de Graff, the governor, returned the honor with a 13-gun salute to the red-and-white-striped American flag, Europe’s first salute to America’s independence. St. Eustatius soon after became a bustling depot for military stores shipped by neutral Europe to the American patriots.




  The Reprisal was the first American warship to enter European waters. Her appearance signaled the opening phase of a strategic plan to force the British to disperse their fleets and a naval diplomacy designed to excite tensions between London and Paris. Unhappy with the frigates’ inability to disrupt the British blockade of the American ports, Robert Morris, who was gaining influence over naval affairs in Congress, argued that since “our infant fleet cannot protect our own Coasts,” the “only effectual relief it can afford us is to attack the enemy’s defenseless places and thereby oblige them to station more of their ships in their own countries, or to keep them employed in following ours.” In January 1777, the Reprisal sailed into the English Channel and took five British prizes. Reinforced by the Lexington and the Dolphin, which rendezvoused with the Reprisal in France, Wickes drove into the Irish Sea in May, eluded several British patrols, captured eighteen prizes, and provoked a major diplomatic crisis between Britain and France.16




  The British insisted that neutrality required that France not allow the Continental Navy’s raiders to operate out of French ports, and London repeatedly protested France’s covert assistance to the Americans. The French monarchists held no brief for the republican revolution in the New World, but they ached for revenge against Britain for the humiliation of the Seven Years’ War and hoped in the process to revise Europe’s balance of power. The French were not yet convinced that the Americans could win the war, so they decided to prove their neutrality by seizing the Dolphin and ordering Wickes to leave French waters. “Our late cruise has made a great deal of noise and will probably soon bring war between Britain and France,” Wickes reported. Tragically, on the return voyage home his squadron was destroyed. A British cutter captured the Lexington, while the Reprisalwent down in a storm off Newfoundland. The Anglo-French clash so distressed Germain that he wrote that the American raiders had “such encouragement given them by the French that I was apprehensive . . . that we should have been obliged to have declared war.” This was Lambert Wickes’ “sincere wish.”17




  In the summer of 1777, Franklin and his fellow commissioners in Paris also had purchased the 14-gun cutter Revenge, a vessel they intended to use to attack enemy shipping off the British Isles. She was handed over to Captain Gustavas Conyngham, who had previously commanded the lugger Surprise and had taken two British ships during a successful cruise earlier in the year. The French were so alarmed by British protests that they detained Conyngham and his crew, returned the prizes, and confiscated the Sunrise. Franklin did not despair. He instructed Conyngham to sail in the Revenge on 17 July on a cruise that took him back to British waters, where he took two prizes within a week and brought panic to London. His “first adventure greatly raised insurance on the northern trade,” diplomat Silas Deane reported to Congress on 23 August, and had “become the terror of all of the eastern coast of England and Scotland.”18




  Conyngham remained in or near British waters for two more months, but Royal Navy patrols were constantly at sea with orders to hunt him down, so he sailed for the Bay of Biscay, putting into the Spanish port of Ferrol. During spring and summer 1778 he made several cruises into the Mediterranean and around the Azores, and was so successful that the British put pressure on Spain to suppress his operations. Having taken dozens of prizes and caused a diplomatic uproar, he decided to return home, and on 1 September he set sail for French Martinique. He hunted down enemy merchantmen and privateers in the West Indies before heading home at the start of the new year, arriving in Philadelphia on 21 February 1779, his ship laden with arms for the Continental Army. He had burned or sent into port sixty enemy vessels. Congress decided to sell the Revenge at auction, and she was bought by Conyngham and a Philadelphia firm and fitted out as a privateer. Unfortunately, on 27 April, while chasing two British privateers off New York, she was run down by the British sloop-of-war Gallatea and Conyngham was forced to strike his colors.




  These American commerce raiders produced a toxic diplomatic chemistry between Britain and France in 1777, which boiled over into reciprocal declarations of war when the French learned about the American victory at Saratoga. In December of that year, London dispatched to Paris an agent who offered Franklin a compromise peace. The British would accept “home rule” for the colonies if the Americans recognized Britain’s overall sovereignty. When France’s foreign minister, Count Vergennes, learned of this, he promptly negotiated treaties of commerce and alliance with the united colonies. Under the terms of the Franco-American Alliance, signed on 6 February 1778, France was committed to fight for American independence and the Americans were obligated to defend France’s colonies in the West Indies. Both powers also promised not to conclude a separate peace and agreed that the Alliance would last “from the present time and forever.” Because it seemed to nail French policy to the wall of American objectives, this language was eagerly welcomed by the Continental Congress, which rejected another British overture for a compromise peace and ratified the treaties on 6 June 1778. One week later, British and French squadrons fired on one another in the English Channel, and both powers soon thereafter declared war.19




  Britain’s position had suddenly become very dangerous. Historically, when confronted by a threat from France, British statesmen maintained the European balance of power by creating a coalition with a secondary continental power, but this was impossible in 1778 for two reasons. First, Britain at the time had no friends on the Continent. The Austrians were dedicated to their new tie with France, and so was Spain. Britain had antagonized Frederick the Great of Prussia by signing a separate peace at the end of the Seven Years’ War without his consent. Moreover, Britain’s ambitious maritime policies in that war and thereafter had also alienated the Dutch, the Swedes, and the Russians. Second, America’s curious geopolitical situation confronted Britain with a new strategic equation. In the past, the Royal Navy had secured the flank of the British Isles against her European enemies. During the American Revolution, however, the Continental Navy and rebel privateers degraded and scattered Britain’s naval power, enhancing in turn the danger to British control of the Atlantic from the “unbroken” French fleets at Brest and Toulon. With “no other war or object to draw off their attention and resources,” Lord Sandwich explained, the French posed an especial danger to the Royal Navy after 1778.20




  With the fresh promise of French troops and ships, and buoyed by the victory at the Saratoga, American military operations increased in tempo in 1778. After the terrible winter at Valley Forge, Washington took the offensive during the summer at the Battle of Monmouth. Although this encounter was inconclusive, British power in North America had reached its apex. The Admiralty, charged with the defense of the British Isles, could no longer increase the number of escorts for transatlantic convoys to support the armies of General Henry Clinton, who had just relieved Howe as the British commander in chief.




  Britain’s logistics problems were exacerbated by the Continental Navy’s operations. After his two successful cruises in 1776, Congress had promoted John Paul Jones and given him command of the sloop Ranger, which sailed from Portsmouth, New Hampshire, for France on 1 November 1777. The Dutch had been commissioned to build a frigate that Jones was to command, but British agents uncovered this plan and London persuaded the Hague not to sell the ship to the Americans. In France Jones quickly assayed the central strategic reality of the war of the American Revolution. With fourteen vessels sporting 332 guns, the Continental Navy was no match for Britain’s North American command, which comprised eighty-nine warships armed with 2,576 guns. On the other hand, the North American fleet was half of the Royal Navy’s inventory of 188 warships and had about one-third of its total throwweight. “A single blow” by “ten or twelve sails-of-the-line with frigates would give a good account of the fleet under Lord Howe,” John Paul Jones concluded, but he realized that to accomplish this the Americans needed a “continental marine power” as an ally. Meanwhile, the best strategy for the Continental Navy was to bring the war home to the British. Franklin agreed and instructed Jones, who kept command of the Ranger, to mount operations “distressing the enemies of the United States by sea, or otherwise” in Europe.21




  These orders continued the campaign initiated by Wickes and Conyngham, but for a different purpose. In early 1778, Jones decided to descend upon the British coast to bring the war home to the English and compel the Admiralty to withdraw more ships from the North American commands. With the Franco-American Alliance ready for ratification, Jones sailed around the Bay of Biscay during the winter to prey on British merchantmen and arranged on 14 February for “the American flag for the first time [to be] recognized in the fullest and completest manner by the flag of France, . . . an acknowledgement of American independence.” After refitting at the French port of Brest, two months later Jones sailed around Ireland, then south through the North Channel along the western coast of Scotland. There, disguised as a merchantman, he took several small prizes before coming upon the sloop Drake off Carrickfergus, Ireland. Jones closed on the enemy and sought to surprise her at night, but a high wind prevented this and during the chase the Ranger nearly ran aground. He gave up for the moment and stood out to sea. He was preparing to execute a more important plan: to attack the large port of Whitehaven and “put an end, by one good fire in England, of shipping, to all burnings in America.” With a small shore party, Jones spiked the guns of Whitehaven’s fort in the broad daylight of 22 April and set fire to a collier in the harbor, but he was chased off by townsmen who forced the Americans to row back to their ship. The alarm was sounded along England’s coast that Jones had landed with “a design to burn the town.” Although Jones had inflicted little damage on Whitehaven, it was the first time since the Anglo-Dutch wars of the seventeenth century that an enemy had successfully attacked a British port. The raid provided ammunition to British politicians who opposed the American war and immeasurably undermined Parliament’s confidence in Lord North’s government.22




  A native of this part of Scotland, Jones mistakenly believed the local magnate, the Earl of Selkirk, to be an important British political figure, and he planned to abduct the peer and ransom him for American prisoners of war. The night following the White-haven raid, the Ranger anchored in Kirkcudbright Bay. Jones took a party ashore to snatch the earl from his manor house, but a servant told Jones that the victim was away. He ordered his men to return to the ship, but they refused; they were, Jones reported, “disposed to pillage, burn, and plunder all they could.” Accustomed to an occasional mutiny, Jones proposed a compromise. Part of the crew marched up to the house and “politely” demanded the Selkirk’s family silver, then returned to the ship. When Jones returned to France, he bought the silver from his crew and shipped it back to Lady Selkirk with a letter explaining that he had “drawn my sword in the present generous struggle for the rights of men” and not “in pursuit of riches.”23




  The morning after the aborted abduction, Jones sped back over to Carrickfergus and enticed the Drake into the North Channel, where he hove to, raised the American flag, and fired his broadsides. Exploiting a throwweight of eighteen 9-pounders, superior to the twenty 6-pounders carried by the Drake, Jones stood off to prevent the enemy from boarding and taking advantage of his superior manpower. For the next hour there was little maneuvering as the two ships stood and pounded away at each other. When the British struck their colors, their captain was dead and the Drake was in sad shape, “her sails and rigging entirely cut to pieces, her masts and yards all wounded and her hull very much galled.” A few weeks later, after a cruise that he believed to be “sufficient to show that not all their boasted navy can protect their own coast,” Jones put into Brest with his prizes.24




  While Jones had been preparing for his descent on Whitehaven earlier in the year, in the French port of L’Orient the Alfred and the Raleigh were loaded with supplies for the Continental Army. They sailed for America in February 1778. Captain Thomas Thompson planned a southerly voyage, hoping to seize some British merchantmen on the way home. On 9 March, however, two small British warships, the 20-gun Ariadne and the 14-gun Ceres, sighted the American squadron. The Alfred was a slow ship, and when the British gave chase, the Raleigh had the lee gage and was unable to beat against the wind in time to close up and defend the smaller vessel, which was soon forced to strike her colors. Thompson was now in a spot. With a British prize crew manning the captured Alfred, he faced a trio of enemy broadsides that, while individually inferior to his own battery, were collectively far superior. Moreover, the value of his cargo of military stores had been impressed upon him before he had sailed. With little chance of recovering the Alfred or her cargo, he decided to run. When the Raleigh returned home, the new congressional Board of Marine had Thompson court-martialed for cowardice and dismissed from the Continental Navy.




  In the meantime, the stress of diverse operations had forced the British to lift their blockade of Charleston in 1778. Captain Biddle organized a squadron composed of the frigate Randolph and two brigs and two schooners from the South Carolina Navy, and sailed in March to hunt down a pair of British sloops and a frigate that were cruising along the coast. They continued south until 7 March when, east of the Barbados, the Americans were spotted at sunrise by the 64-gun sail-of-the-line Yarmouth. Biddle signaled the South Carolinians to flee, then turned about, hoisted his colors, and fired on the enemy. Holding the windward gage, the Yarmouth stood off, pounding the Randolph while the other American ships escaped. Finally, one British broadside hit a powder keg on the Randolph’s deck and she exploded into thousands of pieces. “An American ensign,” the English captain reported, “was blown upon the Yarmouth’s forecastle not singed. The temerity of Captain Biddle in thus engaging a ship so much superior to his own deserved a better fate.” Of the crew of 315, only 4 survivors were recovered, found floating on a piece of timber four days after the battle. Within ninety days, five warships of the Continental Navy had been lost—with little to show but glory.25




  John Barry was nearly as unlucky during his command of the ill-fated frigate Raleigh, a ship that he took over from Thomas Thompson in 1778. On 25 September, Barry was escorting a small coastal convoy out of Boston when they were sighted by a pair of powerful British frigates. Barry ordered the American merchantmen back to port and cleared his decks for action. Then the Raleigh began to run. While the wind was up, the great speed of the American frigate saved her, but the next day a fog closed in, the wind died down, and the enemy squadron cornered Barry near the mouth of Penobscot Bay. After the Raleigh lost two masts during a brief gunfight with the Unicorn, the Englishman was joined by his partner, the 50-gun frigate Experiment. Unwilling to sacrifice his crew against these formidable odds, Barry ran his ship aground and with his men escaped on foot into the wilderness. The Raleigh was refloated by the British, who put her into service flying the Union Jack.




  The loss of the Raleigh was only the next to the last in a string of disasters that befell the Continental Navy in 1778. When the frigate Chesapeake tried to evade the British blockade and get to sea, she too was forced to run aground on the shores of the Chesapeake Bay, refloated by the enemy, and taken into the British fleet. Of the fourteen ships converted in 1775 by the Marine Committee, only the brig Providence remained in service at the end of the year; of the thirteen Continental frigates, there were but four left; and of three cutters bought by Franklin and his fellow commissioners in France, only the Revenge still flew the American flag. The British had surged eighty-nine vessels with 2,576 guns into North American waters. To contend with these forces, Congress could count only fourteen warships carrying a total of 332 guns. Although Germain estimated that the Royal Navy had lost 18,000 men through desertion and battle losses to the Americans, the British as a matter of policy wisely refused to exchange prisoners captured at sea. The Continental Navy’s manpower problem was worse. American seamen preferred wartime duty in privateers, and by the end of 1778 recruiting for the Continental Navy became so difficult that during the last three years of the Revolution most warships put to sea without full complements.




  All else being roughly equal, during most engagements in the age of sail, the level of manning decided tactical victory at sea. American patriotism in the first year of war diminished as the fighting dragged on, and no solution to the recruiting bottleneck was in sight. This, combined with the loss of ships, discouraged Congress. Disenchanted with the Continental Navy and always lingering near the precipice of bankruptcy, Congress in late 1778 allowed work to continue at a slow pace on the America at Portsmouth but canceled the other two sails-of-the-line that had been authorized during the winter of 1777 and suspended entirely the rest of the 1776 building program. The Navy’s exertions were more valuable than Congress realized, however. Under pressure only from the Americans before 1778, the British had been able to concentrate their military efforts in North America, but this was insufficient to crush the rebels, and this peak in the tempo of British operations in America passed once France entered the conflict.




  Chapter Two To Yorktown and Independence 1779–1781





  Shortly after war broke out between Britain and France, the French decided to invade England and, at the same time, to contest the Royal Navy’s control of American waters. Although the French inflicted a tactical defeat on Britain’s Channel Fleet off Ushant on 23 July 1778, they failed to press home their advantage and retired to Brest after the battle, thoroughly impressed once more with the difficulty of crossing the English Channel. Missing Ushant was a disappointment for John Paul Jones, whose orders to accompany the French fleet as an observer did not arrive in Brest before it had sortied. After his second cruise in the Ranger, Jones was promised a better ship and, following a great deal of discussion, was given command of an old East India merchantman, which he converted into a frigate and renamed the Bonhomme Richard in honor of his friend, Benjamin Franklin, creator of “Poor Richard.”




  The French and Spanish fleets were expected to rendezvous in the Bay of Biscay and then move against England, so Jones decided “to make a diversion in the north,” first by attacking shipping at Leith, Edinburgh’s port, and then by intercepting a convoy of British cargo ships laden with naval stores from the Baltic. To round out his squadron, the French assigned to Jones’ command two small frigates, the Alliance and the Pallas, the corvette Vengeance, and the cutter Cerf. This formation stood out of L’Orient on 14 August and sailed clockwise around the British Isles, taking seventeen prizes before reaching Scotland’s eastern coast. Jones wanted to sail into the Firth of Forth and extract a “contribution” from the port of Leith, but a “sudden storm rose and obliged me to run before the wind out of the Gulf of Edinburgh.” His next scheme was to raid British coal stations around Newcastle-on-Tyne, but the French captains rejected this idea, so he decided instead to renew the search for the Baltic convoy.1
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  On 23 September, off Flamborough Head, Jones sighted the Baltic convoy and its escorts, the frigate Serapis and the sloop Countess of Scarborough. Jones reckoned that his firepower was superior, and as the two squadrons approached each other, he signaled his other ships to join battle. However, the French captain of the Alliance, Pierre Landais, ignored Jones’ signals, and Captain Cottineau of the Pallas, observing Jones’ effort to close with the Serapis, assumed that the British prisoners on board the Bonhomme Richard had taken over the American frigate. The British convoy began its escape, covered by Captain Pearson in the Serapis. At 1900, the opposing frigates were within hailing distance. Out of the black night both broadsides spit fire, but during the first or second round two of the six 18-pounders on the Bonhomme Richard’s lower gun deck burst, killing several sailors and blowing up the deck above. The rest of the gunners on the lower deck abandoned their stations just as the enemy drew within short pistol range. Fire from the Serapis silenced the secondary American battery of fourteen 12-pound guns and, after another thirty minutes, Jones was left with only three 9-pounders for a quarterdeck broadside. He knew that his only chance now was to board the enemy, so when the Serapis pulled ahead in order to rake the bow of the Bonhomme Richard, Jones rammed her bowsprit over the English stern.




  During a momentary lull in the battle, Pearson hailed Jones, asking if he had struck the American colors. “I have not yet begun to fight,” Jones screamed back. The Serapis turned about to gain a raking position, but Pearson had misjudged the distance between the two ships and fouled his rigging in the Bonhomme Richards sails, allowing Jones to lash his vessel to the enemy, bow to stern. For the next hour, locked in a deadly embrace, they fired at each other at point-blank range. At first the English held the advantage, but at 2200 an American on a yardarm hurled a grenade through the main hatch onto the Serapis’ gun deck and it exploded on top of a pile of 12-pound ammunition. Watching the explosion from the quarterdeck of the Bonhomme Richard, Lieutenant Richard Dale thought that “more than twenty of the enemy were blown to pieces, and many stood with only the collars of their shirts upon their bodies.”2




  Within moments, the Alliance charged onto the scene and fired three devastating broadsides—directly into the Bonhomme Richard. Realizing his foolish mistake, Landais retired for a second time. Holed several times over and taking on water, the Bonhomme Richard now caught on fire; in the hold below were several hundred British prisoners. When someone released them by mistake, they clambered up the hatches topside only to be driven back down below by the Serapis’ gunfire. Jones then told the prisoners that the Bonhomme Richard would sink unless they fought the fires and manned the pumps. Lieutenant Dale organized damage-control parties to keep the ship afloat; this freed American seamen, who were organized into new gun crews. Jones directed his few cannon against the enemy’s mainmast, and at 2230 Pearson, his ship aflame and his decks littered with bodies, struck his colors. Surveying both ships, Jones wrote that “a person must have been an eyewitness to form a just idea of the tremendous scene of carnage, wreck and ruin that everywhere appeared.” Jones was unable to save the Bonhomme Richard, and she sank next day, but he did manage to reorganize his squadron and escape a British patrol of twelve ships dispatched to intercept the American formation before it made the Dutch port of Texel.3




  American naval operations and France’s entry into the war in 1778 had already forced the Admiralty to redeploy a large number of ships. Long before the Battle of Ushant, the Channel Fleet had been considerably reduced to provide units for the new West Indies Fleet under Vice Admiral John Byron. This fleet had been established to reinforce Admiral Howe in North America. Although the Admiralty had enough sails-of-the-line to deal with the French alone, it now began to fear the prospect of a Franco-Spanish coalition at sea. Out of the 274 warships in commission, more than half had already been deployed to the Newfoundland, Halifax, Jamaica, or Leeward Islands stations. By 1778, four-fifths of all British frigates had been deployed to the western Atlantic or the Caribbean to deal with the Continental Navy and American privateers. This left both the Channel Fleet and the Mediterranean Fleet short of the frigates that they urgently needed to maintain distant stations, blockade enemy ports, escort friendly convoys, and conduct strategic reconnaissance. “There are not ships enough ... to form a squadron fit to meet the [French] Toulon Fleet,” complained Lord Sandwich, “unless we were to sacrifice every other intended service to this object.”4




  Fearing that the French might send a fleet to North America to support Washington’s Continental Army, Lord North instructed General Clinton, the British army commander, to consolidate his strength at New York by evacuating Philadelphia. On 28 June, Admiral Howe stood out of the Delaware Bay, only a week before a French fleet of a dozen sails-of-the-line under Vice Admiral Comte d’Estaing arrived from Toulon. Byron’s West Indies Fleet, scattered by a storm, was now suspended in mid-Atlantic, and could not reinforce Howe, whose four sails-of-the-line made New York on 29 June and prepared to defend the harbor. On 11 July, d’Estaing’s vastly superior force anchored off Sandy Hook while, to the south, Washington prepared to march against New York. It appeared that the British were doomed.




  This optimistic view assumed a degree of boldness that the French Navy did not possess. To implement a daring strategy, France had sent to North America her most conservative commander. Plagued by delays, d’Estaing gave up on the New York operation and instead sailed north to attack Newport, a British stronghold since 1776, but his indecision also doomed this move. The British position at Newport was considered hopeless at first, for when d’Estaing entered Narragansett Bay the Americans put the city under siege. Then, on 9 August, Admiral Howe, now reinforced by four sails-of-the-line, was sighted at the mouth of the bay challenging the French to a sea fight. D’Estaing, reckoning on an easy victory, accepted the taunt and stood out to sea. However, once both fleets reached open water, Howe began to run and d’Estaing chased him until both formations were scattered by a hurricane that blew up from the West Indies. Howe limped back to New York and d’Estaing returned to Newport, but by then Byron’s reinforcements were closing on the American coast. D’Estaing decided to abandon the siege of Newport and withdraw to the safety of the Caribbean.




  By this time, Lord George Germain had already flung a counterstroke to the north, directing Clinton on 2 September 1778 to occupy Maine’s Penobscot Peninsula. After careful preparations, Captain Henry Mowett and 700 troops landed at the small port of Castine on 17 June 1779 and secured the area, a bold move that not only established British control of the Penobscot Bay but also threatened New Hampshire’s northern flank. Alarmed by this menace, the Massachusetts legislature organized an expedition to retake Castine. In July, the largest American amphibious force assembled during the war set out from Boston with Captain Dudley Saltonstall in command. Built around the Warren, the last of the original 32-gun frigates, Saltonstall’s squadron included a brig from the New Hampshire State Navy, three Massachusetts Navy brigantines, thirteen privateers, and twenty transports carrying 3,000 volunteers under General Solomon Lovell.




  On 25 July, Saltonstall landed troops near the mouth of the Penobscot and opened fire on the British fort that commanded the passage. The bombardment did little damage, so Saltonstall withdrew and issued a call for reinforcements. However, security for the Penobscot operation had been poor from the start and the British had already learned about Saltonstall’s plan. While he dithered, the enemy dispatched two brigs and the 18-gun sloop Nautilus to cover the bay. These ships were soon joined by Admiral George Collier, who appeared on the scene on 13 August with one sail-of-the-line, three frigates, two sloops, and another brig. When the Americans learned what they faced, Saltonstall was unable to prevent a panic. The privateers ran their vessels aground, as did Saltonstall, who was forced to burn all three naval ships to prevent them from falling into enemy hands. At least 474 Americans were lost during the operation, although most of them made it to the safety of nearby settlements. When he returned to Boston, Saltonstall was roundly condemned for the disaster, found guilty of “want of proper spirit and energy” by a court-martial, and dismissed from the Continental Navy.5




  Ironically, even minor reverses such as the Penobscot fiasco contributed to the growing impression in London that Britain’s naval power was now overstretched, an assessment reinforced by France’s 1779 offensive. After withdrawing to the French base at Martinique in the Caribbean following the collapse of the siege of Newport, d’Estaing was reinforced by ships from France under Admiral de Grasse and ordered to challenge Byron’s newly formed West Indies Fleet for control of the Lesser Antilles. The French had overrun British Dominica in late 1778, and d’Estaing seized St. Vincent in mid-June of the following year. As a first step toward encircling St. Lucia, Britain’s main base in the area, he easily occupied Grenada on 4 July 1779. Two days later, Byron appeared off St. George’s with twenty-one sails-of-the-line hoping to dislodge the French, but that afternoon he was driven off after a bloody battle with d’Estaing’s superior force of twenty-four ships. Strategically conservative, d’Estaing now forfeited an ideal opportunity to exploit his victory off Grenada by sweeping the Royal Navy out of St. Lucia and descending on Jamaica, Britain’s major stronghold in the Caribbean. Nonetheless, the loss of Grenada thoroughly alarmed the British and diverted their attention from North America. “The West Indies will become the principal theater of the war,” Germain declared in exasperation.6




  Spain’s entry into the war in 1779 only magnified the problem that Britain’s overextended navy faced. Soon after France had declared war, Foreign Minister Vergennes sought out allies in Europe, overcoming monarchical Spain’s reluctance to support a republican revolution in the New’ World with the enticement of French help in recovering Gibraltar. The allies hoped to invade England with a combined fleet, and in August an enormous concentration of sixty-seven French and Spanish sails-of-the-line sortied from Brest and established command of the waters off Plymouth. Britain’s Channel Fleet, not half the size of the allied force, was ineffectually commanded and unready to oppose the enemy’s movements, but the British were saved by French ineptitude. A dither over where to land tortured Paris that summer and, by the time the decision was made to land in Cornwall in September, foul water and spoiled provisions forced the allied ships to retire to Brest. The Channel Fleet was reinforced soon after, and the British instituted a blockade of French ports intended not only to prevent another invasion but also to shut down the American raiders.. British blockade practices were so aggressive, however, that it enraged neutral shippers and London was showered with diplomatic protests over Britain’s maritime policy. In 1780, the Dutch declared war over this issue and Russia formed the League of Armed Neutrality with Sweden, Prussia, Austria, Portugal, and Denmark.




  Thus, on the eve of the decisive year of the war, British maritime policy had antagonized every major power in Europe. This thrust Britain into a state of strategic isolation. ‘We have no one friend or ally to assist us,” Sandwich complained. New members of Parliament joined earlier critics of Lord North’s war policy, and opposition to the American conflict escalated in the House of Commons when maritime insurance rates increased, prices rose, and trade fell off owing to shippers’ fear of American cruisers. Despite these difficulties, the Admiralty’s achievement over four years of war was considerable. By 1780, for example, the Royal Navy still deployed fifty-nine sails-of-the-line or frigates in North American waters and a reinforced West Indies Fleet in the Caribbean that prevented the French from renewing their offensive.7




  The Continental Navy was also in distress after several years of war. When Washington proposed a joint Franco-American Fleet expedition against Canada and Newfoundland in early 1779, Samuel Adams, the new chairman of the Marine Committee, told him that “unfortunately the situation of our frigates is such as to afford no reason to expect that they can possibly be collected in season to execute the plan.” Concerned by the failure of the frigate policy, in October 1779 Congress reformed the entire system of naval administration, abolishing the Marine Committee and establishing a Board of Admiralty comprising two delegates and three outside commissioners. However, several men appointed as commissioners refused to serve, the board was discredited by the inattention and ineptitude of its members, and most of its work was done by John Brown, its able but overtaxed secretary.




  A larger problem was that Congress was deeply in debt and unable to provide the Continental Navy with operating funds. It was “impossible at present to furnish your demands for money,” Brown told the Navy’s agents in February 1780, inasmuch as “the Treasury can scarcely supply the demands of the Army.” As of that year, the Continental Navy was reduced from one hundred ships to five, and privateering—the only American maritime operations that the British could not suppress—constituted the bulk of American naval activity. Operations in European waters were nearly shut down. After his encounter with the Serapis, John Paul Jones returned to France, where he found Louis XVI so impressed with his exploits that he lent Jones the 20-gun schooner Ariel After bad weather curtailed two cruises in the fall of 1780, Jones sailed again in December. On the 7th, he closed on a British warship that, after a brief firefight, struck her colors just as night fell but escaped in the confusion. Jones then continued back to America, reaching Philadelphia on 20 February 1781. There, he received a vote of thanks from the Continental Congress, a medal, and command of the recently completed sail-of-the-line America8




  Other Continental Navy operations fared less well. A few months before Jones returned to Philadelphia, Captain James Young had taken the Saratoga down the Delaware River to raid British transport ships in the Atlantic. He seized three prizes off the Delaware Capes in October 1780, then fled when he was sighted and chased by the British sail-of-the-line Intrepid. Young’s cruise ended in tragedy when the British recaptured the prizes and the Saratoga beat into a gale the next day, never to be seen again. More tragedy was to come. The Trumbull., commanded by Captain James Nicholson, was finally fitted out for a cruise and floated over the bar of the Connecticut River. Nicholson slipped past the British blockade and headed south. Due east of New Jersey’s Cape May, the Trumbull overhauled the 36-gun British privateer Watt and engaged her in a gun duel at such close range that the yardarms of the two vessels became locked and gunwads from the Watt’s broadsides started two fires on board the Trumbull. As blood from the grim slaughter washed both ships, the Trumbull’s mainmast crashed to her deck and the Watt escaped into the dark night.




  Nicholson returned home and repaired his ship, but local privateers had so emptied the pool of sailors that the Trumbull was short 200 men when she next put to sea to escort a small convoy down the coast in August 1781. Off the Delaware Capes she was challenged by the British frigate Iris, formerly the Hancock, and the American ships were scattered by a dreadful gale that cost the Trumbull her foretop mast and main topgallant mast. When the British warships Victor and General Monck joined the Iris and began to fire broadsides at Nicholson, most of his men fled for safety below. Fewer than fifty sailors were left to fight against overwhelming odds, but Nicholson continued firing until twelve of them had been killed or wounded. “Seeing no prospect of escaping in this unneutral contest,” he reported, “I struck,” thus adding the Trumbull to the long list of British prizes.9




  In spite of these dispiriting losses, the continued rumble of American naval operations wore against the British, whose entire strategy in North America had begun to unravel. From Morristown, Washington’s Continental Army watched General Clinton’s Redcoats in New York during the winter of 1779, but Clinton could control an area only if his troops occupied the territory, and his forces did not include enough infantry to secure a region long against residents who were either openly hostile to British rule or sullenly uncooperative. London could not provide more men because the Admiralty had no more escorts to defend the convoys necessary to support a larger expeditionary force, and every small test of the British system of maritime defenses added to the ongoing strain. That tension did not subside with the general decline in American naval activity—it was more than made up by the new threat to the British from the French Navy and the fleets of the League of Armed Neutrality. On the brighter side for London, Loyalist sentiment seemed high in the Carolinas, and this prompted Clinton to adopt a new southern strategy. He lifted 7,000 soldiers to Charleston in December 1779. when the British fleet appeared off South Carolina, Captain Abraham Whipple’s small squadron was just entering Charleston harbor following a cruise around Bermuda. Whipple removed the guns from his ships to reinforce the shore batteries and repulse the expected enemy assault. Charleston was under siege for four months before surrendering in May 1780, and Clinton thereafter attempted to extend royal authority throughout South Carolina.




  The North American puzzle annoyed Paris as much as London, and Franklin convinced Vergennes to dispatch 5,000 French troops to America under Count Rochambeau, who arrived in Newport, Rhode Island, in July 1 780. He and Washington met in Hartford in September, agreed on the need for combined operations with a French fleet, and settled on a plan to lay siege to New York the following year. Rochambeau was considerably less eager than Washington to assault the main enemy stronghold, but French policy was now to get the Americans to distract British attention from the West Indies and the Continent. In the spring of 1781, Paris deployed another fleet under Admiral François Comte de Grasse from Brest to Martinique. From this base he mounted desultory raids against the British sugar islands of St. Lucia and Tobago. The British naval commanders in the Caribbean were either inept or venal and mounted surprisingly slight opposition. Admiral George Rodney, a brilliant tactician, had raided the Dutch port of St. Eustatius before the locals knew that the Netherlands was at war with Britain. Rodney loaded a fortune in loot on board his ships, then sailed for England to pay off his personal debts with his share of the prize money. Behind he left in command Rear Admiral Samuel Hood, a less talented figure, who failed utterly to arrest de Grasse’s operations during the spring of 1781.




  Meanwhile, Clinton’s southern strategy was about to collapse. After he took Charleston and established a British position in South Carolina, Clinton sailed back to New York, leaving behind a Redcoat army under General Charles Cornwallis, an able field commander. Reacting quickly, Washington sent General Gates south to organize an American army in the Carolinas to check Cornwallis, but Gates lost the Battle of Camden and allowed the British to penetrate into North Carolina. Washington then replaced Gates with one of his best tacticians, General Nathaniel Greene. In short order Greene defeated Cornwallis at the battles of King’s Mountain and Cowpens, then killed or maimed one third of the Redcoats on the battlefield before he withdrew from Guilford Courthouse. Beset by these ghastly losses and constantly harassed by Greene, Cornwallis retired to Wilmington, a move that enabled Greene to impale several Loyalist bands in the Carolinas. Cornwallis, unable to challenge the Americans, was anxious to move north, so he marched from Wilmington across the Virginia border, conducted a few raids, then camped at Yorktown on the Chesapeake Bay and called for the Royal Navy to extract his army. All the rival commanders appreciated Cornwallis’ situation, which Clinton accurately described as “attended with great risk, unless we are sure of a permanent superiority at sea.”10




  In retrospect, Cornwallis’ failure in the South merely confirmed the defeat of a British military effort to reconquer the American colonies that was already doomed. By I 781 King George III had lost faith in Lord North’s pro-war cabinet, and almost every other British political leader wanted to end the conflict. With Europe allied in one way or another against British maritime hegemony and the French annually hatching a scheme to invade England, the prospects for victory in America during a protracted war grew dimmer still. Against this formidable adversity, the Royal Navy’s ability to control Europe’s periphery and the Atlantic counted for little.




  These political signposts leading toward an American victory began to concern Vergennes, who now feared that an independent America would face such weak enemies on her landward flanks that she would soon become the “mistress of the whole immense continent.” Indeed, he secretly warned the British that the Americans planned at independence to “immediately set about forming a great marine and, as they have every possible advantage for shipbuilding, it would not be long before they had such fleets as would be an over-match for the whole naval power of Europe. When they pleased,” they would “conquer both your islands and ours” and “in the end not leave a foot of that Hemisphere in the possession of any European power.” Vergennes sent French agents to Philadelphia to coerce Congress into sending to Paris negotiators friendly to France, with instructions “to undertake nothing in the negotiations for peace or truce without” French “knowledge and concurrence.” Overly eager to please the French, Congress agreed to these terms, a blunder of appeasement that led to the dispatch of John Jay, who sailed for France in November 1779 on board Captain Seth Harding’s recently commissioned 36-gun frigate Confederacy. After a harrowing voyage during which the vessel was saved only by Harding’s skillful seamanship, she reached France and Jay set out to join Franklin in Paris. After several more transatlantic voyages carrying diplomats eastward and guarding convoys carrying military stores on the return trips, the Confederacy was homeward bound from the West Indies in June 1781 when she was run down by two British frigates and Harding was forced to strike his colors. She was renamed and taken into the Royal Navy.11




  As the war neared a climax, another American diplomat, Henry Laurens, was sent to join Franklin and Jay in Paris. Laurens left Boston in February 1781 on board the Alliance, the new command of the redoubtable Captain Barry, whose heroic exploits after he grounded the Raleigh on an island off the coast of Maine had earned him another ship. With his passenger safely delivered to France, Barry joined a French privateer, the Marquis de Lafayette, when she sailed for America on 31 March 1781. After a brief engagement with an enemy vessel, the French ship turned back, but Barry continued to cross the Atlantic. On 28 May, the British brigs Atalanta and Trespassay bore down on the Alliance, aided by a light breeze that allowed Barry no steerageway. The brigs kept to the bow and stern of the American warship and began to rake her deck with grapeshot, which tore away her rigging and wounded Barry in the shoulder. For nearly an hour he could not turn his ship about fast enough to fire his broadsides, and he was limited to the use of the few bow- and stern-mounted guns. Suddenly, British gunfire blew away the American flag. The British captains ceased firing and asked Barry if he wanted to surrender. At just that moment, a strong breeze came up and Barry turned about, charging between the two enemy brigs with both broadsides blasting away for the first time and creating havoc on the enemy decks. Within a few minutes, the English struck, American prize crews took over their ships, and Barry returned to Boston in triumph.




  In spite of the marvelous pluck of patriot captains like Barry, the Continental Navy lost twenty-four ships armed with 470 guns to enemy gunfire, bad weather, or misadventure during the Revolutionary War. Surveying “the long list of vessels belonging to the United States taken and destroyed, and recollecting the whole history of the rise and progress of our navy, it is very difficult to avoid tears,” complained John Adams in July 1780. The Americans built good, seaworthy ships, but the Continental Navy was poorly administered by Congress. The lack of armaments, supplies, and experienced, disciplined crews was constant, and as a result most of the fleet spent the war blockaded in port. The Continental Navy was unable to lift or even dent the British blockade, provide direct support to the Continental Army, or prevent the enemy from landing on the Atlantic seaboard. The American fleet seldom attempted to defend ports or inlets, and when it did, it usually failed. Although the Continental Navy provided escorts for a large number of merchantmen, the warships usually broke off after getting to sea, seldom defended a merchantman for the entire length of its voyage, and frequently abandoned the mission when the Royal Navy appeared on the scene. Continental Navy raiding of commercial ships took about 200 enemy prizes, but at the cost of several thousand American sailors imprisoned by the British—an ineffective campaign when compared with the privateers’ record.




  Adams’ tears notwithstanding, the Continental Navy’s losses were not in vain. Aided by coastal geography and the tempo of American privateering, the Continental fleet contributed to the undermining of the entire British naval blockade. Four of five American merchantmen that left port during the Revolutionary War safely reached their destinations, and despite enormous losses to British patrols, war risk insurance for American merchantmen was always available in American ports, a reflection of the leakiness of the Royal Navy’s blockade. The Continental Navy also gave Congress its vital diplomatic link with Europe, and its ships were often assigned by Congress to transport tobacco to the West Indies, where this cash crop was sold for gold or silver desperately needed to sustain Washington’s operations against the Redcoats. Continental Navy victories boosted American morale and established a tradition of bravery and daring in the face of overwhelming odds. Americans could surely want for no finer heroes than John Paul jones and John Barry. The Royal Navy lost 102 ships carrying 2,622 guns to enemy action, and of this total only 16 ships were taken by American privateers, while no British privateer took an American warship.12




  Although American naval operations and privateering sapped the strength of Britain’s economy and military logistics, George Washington, the master of the politics of battle, had long recognized the need to soundly defeat the British Army in the field, so as to allow opposition to the war in London to congeal. He believed that he might win his decisive victory by laying siege to the 13,000-man British garrison in New York, but he needed the assistance of France’s West Indies Fleet, now under the command of Admiral de Grasse. Rochambeau had different plans, however, and he warned de Grasse that Cornwallis at Yorktown was more vulnerable than Clinton’s New York bastion. The admiral agreed to this strategy and wrote to Washington that he would sail from Cap Français on 13 August 1781 with twenty-five sails-of-the-line, but would neither go north of the Chesapeake Bay nor remain off the American coast past October. Washington reluctantly agreed to go after Cornwallis, although on 15 August he warned Admiral de Barras, who commanded a supporting French fleet, that he would have to “form the junction, as soon as possible, with de Grasse in Chesapeake Bay” to prevent the British fleet from rescuing Cornwallis. Leaving half his troops behind to hold Clinton down in New York, Washington began to move south with the remainder of the Continental Army and General Rochambeau’s Frenchmen. Both armies reached Philadelphia on 5 September, where Washington awaited news of the movements of the French fleets.13




  De Grasse had already arrived at the mouth of the Chesapeake at the end of August. He first landed 3,500 troops to stop Cornwallis from retreating to the south, stationed frigates at the mouth of the bay, and made ready to defend his position. Admiral Hood, who was chasing him up from the West Indies, believed that de Grasse was sailing to Newport to meet Rochambeau, so Hood’s West Indies Fleet sped to New York, where Admiral Graves and General Clinton were at the time planning an attack on Rhode Island. Upon Hood’s arrival, however, they realized what was afoot, and Graves took command of a fleet of nineteen British sails-of-the-line that appeared at the mouth of the Chesapeake on the morning of 5 September. Meanwhile, Washington was preparing to ferry his army down the Chesapeake to join Major General Lafayette’s troops, who were marching overland. A body of 15,000 allied soldiers were about to corner Cornwallis’ 7,500 men at Yorktown.




  When de Grasse, commanding twenty-four sails-of-the-line, sighted Graves’ fleet at 0930 on 5 September, he advanced around Cape Henry and sought the leeward gage, following standard French tactical doctrine. Graves accordingly took the wind, but just at the moment when an order to break the British line and conduct a general chase would have massed his fleet on the isolated French van, Graves told his captains to adhere to the line ahead. At 1615 each van opened up with broadsides, and a two-hour gun duel ensued. Inasmuch as both sides made an equal number of tactical mistakes, the French fleet’s numerical edge produced slightly more damage, but it was a victory won by superior command and control and a conservative battle doctrine, not by firepower or innovation. After Graves withdrew, de Grasse watched him for five days, on one occasion drawing the British away from the mouth of the bay to allow Admiral de Barras with eight French sails-of-the-line and a large siege train to slip into the Chesapeake. Nine days later, Admiral Hood with twenty-two British sails-of-the-line arrived off the Virginia Capes, but he was too late to influence events and soon withdrew to New York. De Grasse’s victory at the Battle of the Virginia Capes left Cornwallis isolated and at the mercy of the converging Franco-American armies. Washington laid siege to Yorktown, American artillery hammered the British troops when they tried to escape, and Cornwallis finally surrendered on 17 October 1781.




  Washington was prepared to besiege New York the following year, unaware that Yorktown had not only sealed Clinton’s fate but also closed the book on Britain’s entire war effort. In short order, Lord North resigned, Parliament cut off all funds for the war, and a new Whig ministry took office and opened talks with Franklin in Paris. Opposed by almost every power in Europe, the British had little latitude during these negotiations. They were anxious to husband their resources, regroup their forces, and recapture the initiative from the French in the West Indies. On the other hand, Franklin was under orders from Congress not to agree to terms without the consent of the French, whom Franklin and his colleagues, Adams and Jay, rightly distrusted. Violating the 1778 Alliance, which prohibited a separate peace, Franklin went ahead and negotiated an agreement in which Britain recognized American independence and acknowledged her sovereignty from the border of Canada to Spanish Florida in the south and eastward to the Mississippi River. Franklin then presented Vergennes with a fait accompli, which the French had to accept. Jubilant, Congress ratified the Treaty of Paris in 1783.




  Chapter Three The Federalist Era 1783–1796





  The Articles of Confederation establishing the first government of the United States were drafted one year after the Declaration of lndependence but not ratified until 1781, when the Revolutionary War was near an end. Americans did not know whether they wanted a league or a federated state, so they erected a national government consisting of a single branch, a unicameral Confederation Congress, in which each state had one vote and the power to veto any amendment to the organic Articles. Congress was empowered to requisition, or request, funds from the states, manage foreign policy, “allow” the creation of military forces and the prosecution of wars for the “common defense,” and mediate interstate disputes. It was not clear at the time, however, that such a weak central government would be incapable of providing for national security.1




  Long before Yorktown, Congress had virtually ignored the Continental Navy. The Board of Admiralty, which succeeded the Marine Committee in 1779, was itself discredited and was abolished by Congress in 1781. Thereafter nearly absolute control of naval affairs was turned over to Robert Morris, the superintendent of finance, who reluctantly accepted the responsibility. Morris, a nationalist, agreed with Adams about the need to maintain a small fleet and shore establishment after peace was negotiated with the British. For a short time he pursued an expansionist naval policy, persuading Congress to complete the sail-of-the-line America, appointing John Paul Jones as her captain, and resuming construction of the frigate Bourbon. He also intended to finish, refit, and deploy the frigates Alliance, Trumbull, and Deane. The Deane made four cruises to the West Indies between late 1781 and early 1783, as did several other smaller ships, which took several prizes. Morris expected the French West Indies Fleet to handle British warships in American waters, however, and when word reached Philadelphia that the peace talks had begun in Paris in 1782, he ordered an end to commerce raiding in the Caribbean so as not to upset the negotiations. Moreover, he was largely responsible for turning the Continental Navy into an armed packet service that transported specie, diplomats, dispatches, and cargo between the United Colonies and Europe.




  [image: The 2,20Oton frigate Constitution, one of the six heavy frigates authorized by Co in 1794 to deal with the Barbary co^rsairs, was launched on 21 October 1797. She saw distinguished service during the Quasi War, the Bary W, and the War of 1812 and thereafter served as the flagship for several station squadrons and as a ship for Naval Academy midshipmen during the Civil War. Restored many times since, she is the oldest ship still on the Navy’s List.]




  Soon after word of the Treaty of Paris reached Philadelphia, Morris asked Congress to approve a national tax, called an impost, consisting of a 5 percent duty on imports. The tax was intended to provide the Confederation with a constant, reliable source of income, retire the wartime debt, and pay for national defense. In September 1782, Morris announced that he would give the America to France as an act of friendship in return for the loss of the 74-gun French sail-of-the-line Magnifique, which had just run aground in the ship channel inside Boston Light unless Congress approved his impost plan; shortly thereafter he upped the ante by threatening to sell off all the Navy’s remaining vessels as well. After Rhode Island and Georgia refused to vote for the impost, Morris felt that he had no choice but to carry out his threat. Inasmuch as the Confederation was “at the mercy of a single state,” as Virginia’s James Madison put it, policy was paralyzed. Congress would “in pursuance of such a neutral plan suffer the whole military establishment to be dissolved.” Madison worried that “the remaining ships of war too must be sold, and no preparatory steps taken for future emergencies on that side.” Personally responsible for some Confederation notes, Morris truly had no other choice. Captain Barry, the last officer on active duty in the Continental Navy, remained with the Alliance until she was finally sold off in the summer of 1785. “We can do nothing, . . . neither raise a revenue nor build a fleet,” muttered a bitter John Adams. “With the power in our hands of doing as we please, we shall do nothing; with the means of making ourselves respected by the wise, we shall become the scorn of fools.”2




  The Articles poorly equipped Congress to deal with other important issues, including foreign affairs. Chief among the immediate problems was the inability to compel Britain to honor several secondary provisions of the Treaty of Paris. The British, who wanted to create an Indian buffer state to check American westward expansion, refused to abandon their trading posts along the southern shores of the Great Lakes. Neither would they send a diplomatic envoy to Philadelphia, nor open their ports in the West Indies to American trade.




  Once the beneficiary of the mercantilist Acts of Trade and Navigation, the United States now became their victim. Parliament prohibited the Royal Navy and British shippers from buying American ships, masts, or naval stores and imposed prohibitively high duties on other American goods entering English ports. “Nothing but retaliation, reciprocal prohibitions, and imposts, and putting ourselves in a posture of defense will have any effect,” Adams told John Jay. A strong naval policy would enable the Americans to “astonish the world with a navy in a very few years, not more than eight or ten, equal perhaps to the third maritime power in Europe. This would be amply sufficient for our defence.” In accord with mercantilist practice, France and Spain also moved against American shipping, and the resulting imbalance of trade drained specie from the American economy. “The Revolution has robbed us of our trade with the West Indies, the only one which yielded us a favorable balance, without reopening any other channels to compensate for it,” Madison complained. Although the French and Spanish intended to exclude Americans from their empires, poor harvests in Europe during the decade forced them to relax their mercantilist laws so much that by 1788 imported American grain was keeping the French peasantry from starvation.3




  In search of foreign exchange, American merchants sought markets beyond those governed by Europe’s mercantilist powers. In 1784, a group of New York shippers sent the merchantman Empress of China to Canton. The profits from this voyage were immense, and the China trade thereafter drew an increasing number of American vessels into dangerous but rewarding ventures to the Far East, the Philippines, and the East Indies. That same year, the merchantman United States sailed from Philadelphia to Bombay, inaugurating a long and profitable trade with India, and within a short time the fur trader Columbia put to sea on her maiden voyage to the Pacific Northwest, establishing an American presence near the mouth of the Columbia River and a fragile claim to the great Oregon Territory.




  American mariners also rerouted their commerce away from the British Isles and into the Mediterranean, but there they were attacked by the commerce raiders from the Barbary states of Algiers, Tripoli, Tunisia, and Morocco. A Moroccan cruiser seized the Boston schooner Betsy on 27 October 1783 and held her and her crew hostage at Tangier. Alarmed, Congress authorized a commission composed of the American diplomats in Europe, Franklin, Adams, and Thomas Jefferson, to negotiate a treaty with each of the Barbary powers. Before they could act, however, Spain concluded a peace with Algiers that allowed Algerian cruisers to operate beyond Gibraltar. The American merchantman Maria was taken off Cádiz on 13 October 1785 by the Algerines, who seized her cargo and enslaved her crew; more depredations soon followed. A few days later, John Paul Jones, the American naval agent in Paris, informed Congress that Algiers had issued a formal declaration of war.




  Although the Committee of the States, which handled affairs while Congress was in recess, was specifically authorized “to build and equip a navy,” it could not do so without the assent of nine of thirteen state representatives, who had to “agree upon the number of vessels of war to be built or purchased.” Unfortunately, the Articles deprived the Confederation of the power to regulate either international or interstate commerce, and in any event Congress was unable to establish a navy to defend American trade because of a burdensome debt, another legacy of the successful but expensive revolution. Without the power to tax, Congress could neither build nor buy warships nor maintain a shore establishment. New England shipping interests refused to allow Congress to ignore the Barbary pirates, however, and in 1786 Jay, the foreign secretary, presented a report encouraging the states in the pursuit of “such Measures as may conduce to render them a maritime Power.”4




  Jefferson, the American minister in France, strongly urged Congress to declare war and lay down a fleet strong enough to overcome the Barbary navies. Such a war could not be for “a better cause nor against a weaker foe,” he claimed somewhat optimistically. Moreover, naval operations against Barbary would “procure us respect in Europe,” which would be necessary to improve American economic relations with the mercantilist powers of the Continent. Adams, the American minister in London, surprisingly disagreed. Knowing that Congress was unlikely to authorize the construction of a fleet, he argued for a diplomatic solution: the United States should follow Europe’s lead, pay tribute, and acquire maritime immunity. Despite Jefferson’s insistence that the United States “ought to begin a naval power if we are to carry on our own commerce,” Congress clearly lacked the resources to pay for a fleet and had no means to levy taxes to raise more revenue. “The great question,” Jay asserted, “is whether we shall wage war or pay tribute. I, for my part, prefer . . . war.” But when Congress refused to act on his report, Jay instructed Adams to negotiate a treaty with Morocco in 1786. Although this accord did not require the payment of tribute, the rest of the Barbary states demanded exorbitant sums merely to initiate talks with the Americans, and a tribute treaty was not negotiated with Algiers for another nine years. As a result of the Confederation’s inability to deal with Barbary, recorded Rufus King, a Massachusetts nationalist, “Even our merchants charter foreign vessels which are protected from the Barbary cruisers to carry our produce to market.” And four years later Jefferson reported from France that American trade with the Mediterranean had “not been resumed at all since the peace.”5




  During the Moroccan crisis, Jefferson argued strongly that the Confederation should establish a navy and prosecute a war against the Barbary powers. Indeed, he even proposed to his political ally James Monroe that a maritime alliance or “convention might be formed” between the United States and the naval powers of Europe “establishing a perpetual cruise on the coast of Algiers which would bring them to reason.” Jefferson also saw a fleet as a potential solution to a problem at home. By 1786, several state maritime revenue patrols were conducting a nasty trade war against the coastal commerce of their neighbors. “There never will be money in the treasury,” he warned, “till the Confederacy shows its teeth”—in the form of a naval fleet to control interstate commerce.6




  The problems of foreign and interstate commerce, and the related issues of an unstable currency, unfunded debts, and a weak national government, were among the topics raised in 1786 by Alexander Hamilton at the Annapolis Convention, where representatives of five states issued a call for a meeting of delegates from every state the following May to revise the Articles of Confederation. That meeting, held in Philadelphia, was the Constitutional Convention. Rather than revise the Articles, the leading statesmen of the nation abandoned them and forged a new federal government in which powers were divided unevenly by a system of checks and balances among the legislative, judicial, and executive branches. Most of the debates in Philadelphia hinged on the relative authority of the branches; there was widespread agreement that the national government should “lay and collect taxes,” regulate international and interstate commerce, and “provide for the common defense.” George Washington presided over the convention, which tailored the new office of the presidency to his talents and, probably, his requirements. Not only was the president to be head of state, he was also vested with the authority to enforce federal laws, conduct foreign policy, and serve as commander in chief of the Army and the Navy. To balance this power, the national Congress was given the responsibility to declare war, approve treaties, confirm most important executive appointments, appropriate funds, and, specifically, “provide and maintain a navy.” James Madison, who recorded the convention’s proceedings, claimed that “the palpable necessity of . . . a navy has protected that part of the Constitution against a spirit of centure, which has spared few parts.”7




  The new Constitution was then put to a vote in each of the states. The need for improved national security was a large element of the ratification debate. The Federalists argued the need for greater security; the anti-Federalists warned of the danger of standing armies. However, the prospect of creating a national executive to handle foreign policy and of building a navy to enforce it overcame some objections to the Constitution’s more controversial provisions. In April 1788, John Jay wrote “An Address to the People of New York,” voicing his contempt for the old Confederation and urging his neighbors to vote for the new government. “Other nations [are] taking the advantage of its imbecility,” he asserted, while “we permit all nations to fill our country with their merchandise, yet their best markets are shut against us.” Not only did the “Algerines exclude us from the Mediterranean,” but “we are neither able to purchase, nor to command the free use of those seas.” In the Federalist Papers, a series of seminal essays written by Hamilton, Jay, and Madison to persuade Americans to vote in favor of the Constitution, Madison maintained that America was “remote from Europe, and ought not to engage in her politics and wars,” but instead should “carry on the commerce of the contending nations.” With a small navy to defend this trade, he asserted, “none of them would be willing to add us to the number of their enemies.” Hamilton, who had a more hardheaded, less idealistic view of the potential of American power, concluded that the new government “would put it in our power, at a period not very distant, to create a navy which, if it could not vie with those of the great maritime powers,” would force Europe to pay “a price . . . not only upon our friendship, but upon our neutrality.”8




  The anti-Federalists, led by Patrick Henry of Virginia, were less concerned with trade defense than with the security of home territory. Henry countered Hamilton’s thesis by arguing that the cost of a fleet would be an unnecessary burden; the “condition of European affairs” was so unstable that “it would be unsafe for them to send fleets or armies against us.” The anti-Federalists touched a raw nerve when they sounded alarms about standing armies, but in the South even the issue of local defense could be turned to the support of the Constitution. For instance, David Ramsay maintained that “our local weakness particularly proves it to be for the advantage of South Carolina to strengthen the federal government” because “the Congress are authorized to provide and maintain a navy—our coast in its whole extent needs the protection.” The most powerful argument for the Constitution was that it would create a strong central government able to deal confidently with issues of foreign policy and national security. The need to establish a navy was only part of a more broadly based demand for enhanced security that led to the ratification of the new Constitution in 1788.9




  Late that year, in the first national election, George Washington was handed the presidency without opposition. Inaugurated in March 1789 with the first Senate and House, he faced the tremendous problem of forming an executive branch and establishing precedents not only within that branch but also between the presidency and the legislature. In practice, British traditions and Washington’s own ideas on to how to organize a government were alloyed. Instead of a cabinet form of government, Washington exploited some of the latent powers of the chief executive’s office. The secretaries of the executive departments established by Congress would convene as a cabinet to consider policy, Washington decided, but federal acts would be undertaken in the name of the chief executive. General Henry Knox, the first secretary of war, was empowered to deal with naval affairs, but he faced an Indian war on the frontier in 1789 and for the most part ignored naval questions for two full years. On 21 January 1790 Knox sent to Congress a report on the militia asserting that the “numerous seaports and the protection of . . . commerce require a naval arrangement”—and then arguing that the merchant marine and fishing fleets would provide the ships and sailors to fulfill this need. But Barbary’s harassment of American shipping continued, and in 1791 Secretary of State Jefferson proposed that a fleet be built to punish the pirates and defend overseas American trade. Knox prepared a report for Congress on the question, but Americans at the time were already highly suspicious of the military power of the president. One opponent of a navy, Senator William Maclay, claimed that “war is often entered into to answer domestic, not foreign purposes,” and charged that the foreign crises were expensive excuses “to have a fleet and army.” Although the Senate agreed to build a fleet “as soon as the state of public finances will admit,” the issue was not burning, and other matters soon extinguished the few embers of navalist enthusiasm.10




  Washington enjoyed only three years to organize his government before the first of the wars of the French Revolution forced the United States to define its national security policy within the context of Europe’s changing balance of power. Americans favored the republican revolution in France, which began in 1789, but most Federalists, led by Hamilton, distrusted the drift toward radicalism, anarchy, and aggression that emerged in France in 1792. France’s declaration of war against Britain in February 1793 posed a major problem for Washington since the Franco-American Alliance of 1778 required the United States to defend the French West Indies in wartime, yet the young republic had no navy to carry out this obligation. Moreover, American statesmen were divided over whether to uphold this commitment. Jefferson favored the French and argued that the Alliance remained in force, but even he agreed that American belligerency at this time would be unwise. Hamilton was willing to abrogate the Alliance and support the British, but he also hoped that the United States could remain technically neutral. From a strategic standpoint, support of the French was impossible—the Americans had no fleet. On the other hand, the French Navy ensured for the moment a tenuous balance of power across the Atlantic that, in turn, might protect America from Britain’s revenge. Washington compromised in April 1793 by issuing the Neutrality Proclamation, in which he announced an “impartial” foreign policy. He continued to recognize France’s revolutionary government and prepared to receive its new envoy, Citizen Edmond C. Genet, who reached Charleston soon after the Neutrality Proclamation was published.11




  The French were furious with American neutrality and Washington’s seemingly casual indifference to the 1778 Alliance. On his way from Charleston to New York, Genet commissioned four American privateers to operate under the French tricolor against British shipping on the Atlantic coast and appointed Americans as agents of French naval prize courts, measures allowed under the terms of the Alliance. He also aided Americans plotting to invade the colonies of Florida and Louisiana, then under control of Spain, Britain’s ally. Since he had no navy to block Genet’s activities, Washington had to ask Pennsylvania’s governor to use his state militia to prevent Genet from outfitting a British prize as a privateer in Philadelphia, and to fortify Mud Island in the Upper Bay to prevent the newly commissioned French privateers from entering Philadelphia harbor. Genet, blithely ignoring Jefferson’s advice, issued more commissions, managed English prizes seized by French privateers just beyond coastal waters, and repeatedly offended the president. The country was in an uproar. In August, Washington asked the French government to recall Genet, and in 1794 Congress passed the first Neutrality Act, which stipulated, among other things, that belligerent warships could not be armed, fitted out, or repaired in American ports.




  The French, although indignant about the Neutrality Proclamation, decided that the United States was so weak it would serve France’s interests better as a neutral than as a belligerent. If American grain and other exports could be safely shipped to France, then French farmers could leave their fields to join armies that would spread radical revolution throughout central and southern Europe. This commerce grew rapidly after 1793. Because Britain and the United States had no commercial treaty defining their maritime relations, however, American merchantmen were easy prey for British warships on station to enforce Britain’s naval blockade of France. During 1794, the Royal Navy seized several hundred American vessels while establishing its dominance in the Channel, the Atlantic, the Caribbean, and the Mediterranean. And in several hundred major and minor battles over the next two decades, the Royal Navy maintained maritime control of Europe’s periphery, constantly threatening French power on the fringes of the Continent and imperiling nonbelligerent commerce.




  The search by Europe’s belligerents for allies during the first year of the wars of the French Revolution set in motion events that led directly to the establishment of the United States Navy. Britain’s oldest ally was Portugal, to whom she had been tied by a treaty respecting the trade in Madeira wine since 1492. In October 1793, Portugal honored her alliance with England and turned on France. Before declaring war, the Portuguese Fleet had blockaded the maritime forces of the Barbary powers within the Mediterranean; after joining the First Coalition organized by Britain against France, Lisbon signed a twelve-month truce with the Barbary states that ended this blockade and allowed Barbary’s raiders to operate beyond Gibraltar. Within weeks corsairs under the direction of the Dey of Algiers seized the American brig Minerva and imprisoned her crew. In return for freeing these hostages, the dey demanded that the United States sign a tribute treaty.




  In January 1794, the House of Representatives named a select committee to study relations with Algiers. Stacked with Federalists, who wrote its report, the committee recommended that a naval force be sent into the Mediterranean to defend American trade against the dey’s corsairs and to force him to release his American prisoners. Acknowledging that this would engender a “very heavy debt,” Federalists such as Samuel Smith of Maryland maintained that “it must be the very worst kind of economy” to tolerate these depredations instead of paying for a fleet. Rather than convert merchantmen into warships, the committee proposed to lay down four 44-gun frigates and two 24-gun frigates. Building the ships would take longer and cost more than buying them, but it would also require the government to create a shore establishment to support the new fleet. The Federalists’ purpose was to establish a permanent navy. Hamilton, who had said nothing about creating a navy during Washington’s first term, now added his considerable support to the plan.12




  In February, the Federalists introduced in Congress a bill authorizing the construction and outfitting of six frigates and the establishment of a corps of naval officers. The bill embodied Federalist naval policy and aroused the stiff opposition of the anti-Federalists. Representative Abraham Clark of New Jersey, for instance, warned of the “monstrous expense” and the expansion of executive power through patronage and procurement that would follow. Jefferson’s ally, James Madison, who led the Democratic Republican majority in the House, proposed to lease ships from Portugal, and worried aloud that American naval operations in the Mediterranean would entangle the United States in the French wars. Attempting to appease their opponents, the Federalists attached to the bill a clause that would suspend construction of the frigates should the Algerines agree to a “peace.” Hoping to avoid friction with France, Madison interpreted this suspension provision to mean that the frigates might be used for no other purpose without the consent of Congress. The vote in the House was less partisan than sectional, however; representatives from coastal districts voted with the majority in favor of the bill and those from rural, western areas almost uniformly opposed it.




  On 27 March, President Washington signed the 1794 Naval Act, which authorized Secretary of War Knox “to provide, by purchase or otherwise, equip and employ four ships to carry forty-four guns each, and two ships to carry thirty-six guns each.” By this measure the U.S. Navy was established. Congress specified that the frigates be constructed of live oak and red cedar. Few American ships of the period lasted for more than a few years, but vessels whose frames were built from live oak lasted five times longer than the smaller European warships, which used mostly white oak. In effect, the Federalists wanted to build permanence into the fleet. Probably influenced by Joshua Humphreys, a leading Philadelphia ship designer whose concepts seem to have governed the construction of all the vessels, Congress told Secretary Knox that the frigates must be designed “to render them equal, if not superior, to any frigates belonging to any of the European powers.” William Penrose, another Philadelphian, wanted to follow British practice and build small, extremely agile frigates, but Knox accepted Humpreys’ argument that the French designs were better and his claim that the American ships would “excell if we are to travel after them.” Humphreys had never been to sea, never even seen a capital ship, but he knew that the French had transformed some of their 74-gun sails-of-the-line into swift, heavy frigates by cutting them down to a single gun deck. His frigate design called for a ship of over 1,000 tons armed with thirty guns on a single gun deck and a few smaller pieces on the weatherdeck.13




  To generate political support for building the fleet, Knox “distribute [d] the advantages” to shipyards in Norfolk, Baltimore, New York, Boston, and Portsmouth, New Hampshire. The Carolinas and Georgia supplied timber, and carpenters were recruited from Rhode Island, Connecticut, Massachusetts, and Delaware. New Jersey and Pennsylvania ironworks were assigned to produce the cannonballs and iron ballast, the gun contracts were let to Maryland and Connecticut foundries, and the sails were to be sewn by a maker in Boston.




  Delays, confusion, and cost overruns plagued the Navy’s first shipbuilding program. Knox fell ill and Alexander Hamilton had to manage the War Department as well as the Treasury. The best timber for the frigates was to be found on Georgia’s coastal islands, but an epidemic there brought logging to a standstill for several months. The ships would not be ready for years, but Congressman William Smith of Maryland pointed out to the Navy’s Democratic Republican opponents that “what ever gentlemen may think . . . it was probable that we should at some time become a naval power; and even with the most distant prospect of that, it would show economy to prepare for it.”14




  Many Americans suspected that the British were encouraging the Algerines to attack neutral shipping, an economic strategy that the Admiralty itself adopted in 1794 when the Royal Navy seized more than 250 American merchantmen in the Caribbean. Even Hamilton, the pro-British secretary of the Treasury, bitterly condemned this action, and during the spring of that year it appeared that war between Britain and the United States might break out. But the British fleet’s victory over the French in the Battle of the Glorious First of June changed matters considerably. Following that action, the Royal Navy so dominated the Atlantic that London was willing to appease the neutral powers by reversing its earlier position and conveying a hint that Britain wanted to negotiate a maritime truce with the United States.




  Washington jumped at the bait and agreed to Hamilton’s scheme to send Chief Justice Jay to London to settle the outstanding maritime differences and other important issues. The United States was Britain’s best customer and the British were in need of no more enemies. Jay persuaded Prime Minister Pitt to agree to evacuate several British posts on the Canadian frontier, end the depredations in the Caribbean, and cede to American ships the right to trade with the British West Indies. They also established joint commissions to deal with the Maine boundary dispute, Revolutionary War debts, and compensation for the recent maritime seizures. In spite of this considerable achievement, Jay’s Treaty ignited a nationwide political controversy. Republicans lambasted the treaty, citing its failure to define neutral rights, end the Royal Navy’s practice of impressing sailors off American merchantmen, or secure some immediate compensation for the depredations in the West Indies. It was only by the thinnest of margins that the large Federalist majority in the Senate approved the treaty.




  The treaty negotiation produced several important results. Most powers, including Spain, France, and the Barbary states, assumed, incorrectly, that Jay’s Treaty contained a secret Anglo-American maritime alliance. Word of Jay’s mission led directly to an agreement in September 1795 between American agents and Dey Hassan Bashaw of Algiers, in which he promised to release his prisoners and desist from attacking American trade in return for a payment of $650,000, one 36-gun frigate, and an annual tribute of $21,600. Similar agreements were reached with Tripoli in 1796 and with Tunis the following year.




  Jay’s Treaty washed other shores. To exploit Spain’s anxiety, Washington sent diplomat Thomas Pinckney to Madrid. Fearing an Anglo-American combination, the Spanish agreed to allow Americans unrestricted access to the Mississippi River and use of the port of New Orleans. Pinckney’s Treaty was favorably received by the Senate. On the other hand, Jay’s Treaty, and France’s resentment of Washington’s Neutrality Proclamation, poisoned the well of Franco-American relations, and American trade with France dissolved after 1796. Convinced that the alliance they believed to be secreted in Jay’s Treaty was aimed at France, the French concluded that the Americans not only had failed to honor their treaty obligations but, disregarding the sentimental attachment to France, were about to change sides.




  Citing the Navy Act’s stipulation that the construction of the six frigates cease if and when Algiers agreed to peace, Jefferson’s supporters now insisted that all work on the ships be stopped, but Washington instructed the Senate’s Federalists to introduce a bill to put the vessels into commission. In his last annual message on 7 December 1796, he told Congress that he favored “the gradual creation of a Navy. . . . To any active external commerce the protection of a naval force is indispensable. This is manifest with regard to wars in which a State is itself a party.” Alluding to the European war, he added that “to secure respect for a neutral flag requires a naval force organized and ready to vindicate it from insult or aggression.” Aroused by Jay’s Treaty and opposed to intervention in Europe, Jefferson’s partisans resisted this line, viewing it as an outrageous violation of the bargain struck with Washington two years earlier. The Senate passed the authorization bill, but to get it through the House the Federalists had to agree to a compromise arranged by Congressman Josiah Parker, which reduced the number of ships from the original six to three: the frigates Constitution, United States, and Constellation.15




  Jay’s Treaty and Washington’s maritime policy also influenced domestic American politics. After Washington took office for a second term in 1793, Jefferson resigned, returned to Virginia, and formed a faction of Republicans that opposed the Federalist policies espoused by Washington, Hamilton, and Vice President John Adams. In 1796 Washington announced that he was retiring. The Federalist candidate, Adams, defeated Jefferson by only three votes in the Electoral College. Adams’ election was almost overshadowed by Washington’s great farewell address to the nation, written only three years before his death. “Europe has a set of primary interests which to us have none or a very remote relation . . . the causes of which are essentially foreign to our concerns,” he declared. American foreign policy should “steer clear of permanent alliances” and, “taking care always to keep ourselves by suitable establishment on a respectable defensive posture, we may simply trust to temporary alliances for extraordinary emergencies.” Washington’s wisdom was soon tested.16




  Chapter Four The Quasi War 1798–1801





  When he took office in 1797, President John Adams inherited Washington’s cabinet, a bitter feud with fellow Federalist Alexander Hamilton, and widespread discontent with Jay’s Treaty. The country was sharply divided over foreign policy. Secretary of State Timothy Pickering, Hamilton’s ally, favored close ties with Britain, but the Republican opposition in Congress, orchestrated by Jefferson, contrived and advanced pro-French policies. The “best anchor of our hope is [a French] invasion of England,” Jefferson wrote, then “all will be safe with us.” Adams was inclined to remain neutral, profit from Europe’s distress, and balance Jay’s Treaty by negotiating a similar maritime agreement with Paris. Because of the increasing French menace to American shipping, most Americans agreed with Adams’ assertion that the national government could not allow relations with France to fester. French privateers operating from Guadeloupe in the West Indies had begun to prey on American trade in 1795, even before Jay’s Treaty was ratified, and two years later the French command authorized its privateers to attack American shipping in European and North American waters. Pickering reported to Congress the “monstrous abuse” of France’s maritime law to justify the seizure of over 600 American vessels and in 1797 condemned the French as “pirates.”




  Diplomat Charles C. Pinckney traveled to Paris that year to try to resolve the dispute, but the Directory, France’s ruling junta, refused to receive him and ordered him to leave the country. Adams then asked John Marshall of Virginia and Elbridge Gerry of Massachusetts to sail to Europe, form a commission with Pinckney, and try again to negotiate a treaty with the French foreign minister, Marquis Talleyrand. It was the last chance to save the peace. After the trio reached Paris, however, they were approached successively by three of Talleyrand’s agents, who demanded bribes to get the talks started. If the Americans did not pay, Pierre Bellamy told Gerry, then “arrangements could be made forthwith to ravage the coasts of the United States by frigates from Santo Domingo.” Marshall and Pinckney were indignant. They broke contact and sailed home. In their reports to Adams, the American diplomats referred to the greedy French agents as “X, Y, and Z.”1




  [image: Commodore Thomas Truxtun’s flagship, the CCQTlStellaticm, fighting the French frigate L’lirgmte in February 1799, in the most acclaimed action of the Quasi War.]




  [image: Benjamin F. Stoddert, Maryland merchant and Federalist politician, was secretary of the Navy, 1798-1801.]




  [image: Thomas Truxtun, commodore of the West Indies Station, 1798-1800.]




  When news that negotiations were ended reached America, the Republicans accused Adams of undermining the talks. Fearing the consequences, he ignored demands from Congress to release the diplomatic correspondence and continued to hope for a peaceful settlement with Paris. The political pressure became intolerable, however, and in April 1798 Adams gave in and sent the documents to the Senate. The response was electric. Overnight, public indignation at French behavior coalesced into a firestorm for war. “The man who, after this mass of evidence, shall be the apologist of France . . . lies between being deemed a fool, a madman, or a traitor,” screamed Hamilton. There was a new determination to pay “millions for defense, but not one cent for tribute.” Respected statesmen lost their balance, but Adams kept his, deciding to make the most of a bad situation. Adams was a skillful leader whose foul temper and animal cunning made him dangerous to the foes of the young republic, and in his astute handling of the Quasi War with France he proved to be one of the greatest wartime presidents in American history.2




  Adams’ first decision was to reject Secretary of State Timothy Pickering’s plan to ask Congress to declare war. He did “not wish” to “declare war,” he confided, but thoroughly intended to “wage it.” Despite the absence of a formal declaration of war, Congress still had the power to establish the size of the Army and the Navy and appropriate monies for military or naval operations. Thus, even in a limited naval war, the vital constitutional system of checks and balances on executive and legislative action remained intact.3




  Adams had already moved to increase the size of the new American fleet. On 10 May 1797, the inspiring figure of old Captain John Barry ordered the lines to the new frigate United States to be cut and she slid off the ways in Philadelphia. Four months later her sister ship, the Constellation, was launched in Baltimore, and a month after that the Constitution was launched in Boston. That spring, Adams asked Congress to appropriate funds to complete the three frigates on which work had been suspended under the 1796 compromise. Federalists proposed to increase the number to nine, but the Republicans, led by Pennsylvania’s Albert Gallatin, opposed this measure. The Republicans wanted to appease the French; the Federalists hoped to force the pace of the talks. After the XYZ Affair exploded, however, Congress acted quickly. At about this time, Secretary of War James McHenry, widely thought to be an incompetent drunkard, admitted that the Army’s coastal fortifications and frontier patrols were overtaxing his poorly managed department and asked that naval affairs be turned over to another agency. On 16 April 1798, Senator William Bingham of Connecticut persuaded the Senate to create a Navy Department, but Republican opposition in the House again stiffened and the bill passed by the slim margin of forty-seven to forty-one. The measure divested the War Department of naval affairs, created a new cabinet office of the Secretary of the Navy, broadly outlined his duties, and authorized him to hire a small staff of clerks. The act was signed by President Adams on 30 April 1798.




  Adams nominated former Senator George Cabot of Massachusetts to be secretary of the Navy, and Congress confirmed the appointment before Cabot’s letter rejecting the post reached Philadelphia. Adams next asked Georgetown merchant Benjamin Stoddert to take the job, but a friend of Stoddert’s warned Secretary of State Pickering that he “cannot believe he will accept” inasmuch as Stoddert “appeared to be a man of good sense.” A veteran of the Revolution, Stoddert had served in the Confederation Congress and purchased the land for the new federal city during Washington’s presidency. He was a good manager, made sound judgments of men, and confounded his admirer’s prediction by accepting Adams’ offer. Adams, the commander in chief, established several precedents in his dealings with Stoddert. The president outlined grand strategy, but the secretary directed specific operations. Both men knew the political importance of procurement and promotions, so Adams allowed Stoddert to issue contracts through local Navy agents and to recommend personnel assignments but occasionally overruled him on political grounds. Stoddert wanted officers “with the true kind of zeal and spirit, which will enable us to make up for the want of great force by great activity,” but occasionally the demands of Federalist politics outweighed this high standard.




  Wile Stoddert moved into the Navy’s new offices in Philadelphia, Federalists in Congress enacted legislation allowing American warships to “seize, take, and bring to port” armed French ships “hovering” off the Atlantic seaboard. But one French privateer had already entered Charleston harbor and captured an American merchantman, so port defense was Stoddert’s first strategic priority, and for this he needed cheap, quickly constructed vessels. The Americans had occasionally employed gunboats during the Revolution, and the War Department, concerned about Indians and pirates on the Ohio River, had laid down two 50-foot gunboats, the President Adams and Senator Ross, at Pittsburgh in 1797. These vessels entered the fleet when the Navy was established, and Congress authorized the construction of ten more gunboats in May 1798 “for the defense ... of the harbours of the United States.” Two were built at Savannah, two at Charleston, two at Wilmington, one at Beaufort, one at Philadelphia, and two at Newport. Because of Georgia’s “exposed” position, Stoddert moved two more to Savannah that fall, but once he was certain that the harbors were guarded, he chose to rely on heavier ships for coastal defense. And, after the fleet went on the offensive in the West Indies that winter, he told Pinckney that he had “little expectation that it is possible to employ these vessels usefully in the present situation.”4
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Commodore John Paul Jones.
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Thomas Truxtun, commodore of the West
Indies Station, 1798-1800.





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg





OEBPS/Images/chpt_fig_009.jpg
Benjamin F. Stoddert, Maryland merchant
and Federalist politician, was secretary of the
Navy, 1798-1801.
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John Paul Jones in the Bonkomme Richard engaging the British Serapis off Flamborough Head,
23 September 1779.
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Commodore Thomas Truxtun’s flagship, the Constellation, fighting the French frigate L 'lm-urgmte
in February 1799, in the most acclaimed action of the Quasi War.
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The ill-fated 597 ton Conunemal Navy fngau Raleigh, one of the thirteen

e C 775, was launched
on 21 May 1776. Her first captain, Thomas Thompson, was suspended from the
service after her first cruise. Her second skipper, the gallant John Barry, ran her
aground on an island in Penobscot Bay in September 1778. Captured and taken
into the British fleet, her unhappy history illustrates the difficulties of the Con-
tinental Navy during the Revolutionary War.
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Squadron flagship Alfred (left) and the Continental Navy sloop Providence (right).
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The 2,200-ton frigate Constitution, one of the six heavy frigates authorized by
Congress in 1794 to deal with the Barbary corsairs, was launched on 21 October
1797. She saw distinguished service during the Quasi War, the Barbary Wars, and
the War of 1812 and thereafter served as the flagship for several station

d as a training ship for Naval Academy midshi during the Civ-
il War. Restored many times since, she is the oldest ship still on the Navy’s List.
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