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This book is a companion volume to the Cannonade Filmworks documentary of the same name, which I coproduced and cowrote with Bruce Carlin, and which has appeared on PBS television. When I began research on the War of 1812, the obscurity of the subject presented two challenges: first, to unearth the facts and, second, to furnish enough images for a television production. I thought that one would lead to the other. But since the facts were contained in letters, documents, scraps of newspaper, and personal anecdotes, concealed in the yellowed pages of long unopened books, my premise proved wrong. This pivotal incident in American history occurred well before the innovation of photography and since it did not interest the British or the young American republic, few images exist in contemporary collections. Bruce Carlin, creator of the documentary film, gave me the easy job: to “do the research and write a draft script.” He took on the task of filming the images.


Since winners usually record our mainstream views of history, I thought it important to understand what the losers had to say before their actions were maligned in American writings. In London, my research partner—my wife Carol—and I presented letters of introduction that had been procured before leaving home. At the British Army Museum, the Royal Navy Museum, and the Royal Artillery Institute, our reception was warm. However, each time we were confronted with the curators’ sad news that “we have looked into the matter and have nothing of interest in our collection.” Brigadier K. A. Timbers, secretary of the Artillery Institute, had assembled a panel of experts to back him up. Intrigued by my cause, they went to work anew and Captain Adrian Caruana came through, breaking open the naval gun strategy that changed the whole complexion of the battle. Curator Stan Walter and staffers Ed Cullen and Marc Sherrif located the Congreve rocket launcher and furnished me with Wellington’s pistol to demonstrate how to fire a cannon with no fuse. The Woolwich Artillery Rotunda is an amazing place, cared for by a most accommodating staff of experts. It is well worth the forty-five-minute train ride from London. The bonus was lunch in the Royal Artillery officers’ mess with Brigadier Timbers and his wife Bridget.


The Royal Navy Collection yielded facts, but more important, paintings and prints I had not seen before. The busy staff at the Army Museum in Chelsea located magazines of the time and firsthand accounts. At the Chelsea Royal Hospital Museum, just next door, curator Major R. A. G. Courage and Sergeant Major M. A. Ford presented the painting of Queenstown and the backdrop for the interview with Sir Christopher Prevost. Not only did they allow us to film in the great Wren dining hall, they also uncovered precise color drawings of the flags captured by the British. At Kneller Hall, Twickenham, near London, Majors Roger Swift and Gordon Turner led me through the Royal Military School of Music Museum’s collection and pointed out that “the soldiers marched off for Plattsburgh to the strains of ‘The Girl I Left Behind Me.’ ” Lunch in the officers’ mess with the commandant, Colonel Hoggarth, was a treat.


Lionel Leventhal, publisher of Greenhill Press, whose books on the Napoleonic Wars I have pored over for years, provided the link to Paddy Griffith, formerly of the Royal Military College at Sandhurst, who opened his home to us. In his comfortable study, he provided me with insight into the character of the British soldier of 1814, bringing that figure to life again. A phone call to Sir Christopher and Lady Prevost in Portugal resulted in a January trip to the coast at Albufeira and a stay in their villa. Here was a find of a lifetime. They opened to us the family papers, which included not only the diary of Sir George Prevost’s teenage daughter from the days of the battle, but also the long-lost secret order that sent the invasion force into northern New York. Wanting very much to have his ancestor’s story told, he sent us to the Royal Green Jackets Museum in Winchester. There, Major R. D. Cassidy and his welcoming staff encouraged the film crew to probe the corners and to shoot what they needed. Of all the museums we visited, the Peninsula Barracks proved to be a small jewel and a must-see for anyone interested in military history. Inniskilling fusiliers at Enniskillen, Northern Ireland, and the Dorchester regiment in southern England provided similar assistance. At Canterbury, housed in the town library, is the East Kent Regimental Museum. Although the museum is tiny, the old records are well cared for by B. W. Crocker. Here C. R. B. Knight’s history of the regiment provided many firsthand accounts not mentioned in any history before. All of this led us to the Public Records Office at Kew Gardens, London. “Vast” does not begin to describe the collection. “It is all there if you can find it,” I was told time and again. We learned the system from one of the extremely helpful directors and filled out many a reference sheet. Many turned up nothing, but now and then we found a gem. The “Conduct of Court Martial of Captain Daniel Pring, RN, Aug 1815,” was priceless. I cannot describe the feeling of opening a shoe box filled with original documents tied with faded ribbons, and unfolding the stiff brown pages covered with faded ink. The smell of old vellum is memorable. The London Library at St. James is invaluable but requires time and patience, which the helpful staff makes up for. When all is said and done, the Naval and Military Club is a resting place that coddles the weary researcher.


In Canada, there are two views to be considered. Donald Graves, of Ensign Heritage Group, strides the pages of the Englishman’s history with a master’s insight. Rene Chartrand wants you to look more carefully at the complex picture, which is dominated by the courage of his French Canadians, who go back to the colony’s beginning and remain a strong presence today. Ottawa’s national collection, close to the ground that was the host for this conflict, contained both insular history and image. It reminded us that the distrust between the English and French cultures was put aside during the War of 1812, as Canadians, for the first time in their history, banded together as a nation.


The United States has lost touch with the War of 1812, even though it was a defining event for the new nation. It was its first war since the Revolution and the last time England and Canada would be less than allies. Helen Allen, at the Clinton County Historical Association in Plattsburgh, has nearly on her own maintained the notes and preserved the artifacts. Orville Paye did some great digging for facts, ignoring rumors and old wives tales. Bob Mulligan Jr., New York military historian Major Bill Glidden, and Dr. Joe Meany upheld the militia’s end of the story. At Annapolis, curator Jim Cheevers showed the Naval Academy’s Congreve cannon, archives, and the flags of the captured English ships. Bob Summerall, curator of model ships, provided the naval architectural drawings of the American ships on Lake Champlain, which allowed us to build the virtual models on the screen. Hard days under their tutelage provided great rewards to the book and film. They sent us on to the Navy Museum in Washington, D.C., which is unique. At Fort Myer, Virginia, Colonel Bryan Shelburne, commander of the United States Army Band, offered the help of his music library and staff Sergeant Paul Murtha. At Fort McNair, Tom Groppel, and Mark Murray of the Military District of Washington took time from their demanding schedules to ensure that I obtained the proper legal releases that are so troublesome these days.


The definitive work on the War of 1812 is Colonel John Elting’s 1995 book, Amateurs, to Arms!: A Military History of the War of 1812. A World War II veteran, former assistant professor at West Point, and one of America’s most revered military historian’s, Elting had the most amazing memory. His encouragement to dig deeper and his assistance as an editor made this book possible. He consented to edit the text, requiring proof of every item and eliminating any wild imaginings. He provided carte blanche access to his formidable library and, more importantly, to the volumes of color military prints that he had commissioned over the past fifty years. The well-known prints from the Company of Military Historians come with a written history that is irrefutable.


The U.S. Naval War College suggested that Dr. Donald Hickey, a visiting professor and author of The War of 1812: A Forgotten Conflict, would be of help. He gave me the world history perspective needed to truly understand this pivotal northern battle. Colonel David Jablonski, professor of national security affairs, U.S. Army War College, impressed upon me that events do not occur in a vacuum. Michael McGaulley, an experienced and noted editor, perused carefully the first draft of the manuscript and turned it into a book. Scott Schuler, a fine artist, computer creator, and leader in his field, listened patiently as I described the computer-generated graphics required for the documentary.


Carol, my wife of thirty-nine years, dug through the archives of four countries, sifted though mountains of mildew-stained documents, and found previously unknown historical gems. She found things that I had lost for the fifth time, corrected my spelling of “antiquarian” for the tenth time, and somehow seemed to enjoy it all. She has put up with it all, now that I have retired from the regular army and have become “unemployed.”





FOREWORD



Sir Christopher Prevost, Baronet


A letter was forwarded to me in Portugal in October 1995 from a gentleman requesting information on one of my ancestors. I little realized to what extent that letter was to change my concept of my family’s history. I thought I could just respond, as I had done in the past, and that would be the end of the matter.


How wrong I was! My reply was followed up immediately with a second letter, asking if it was possible for the writer to examine the papers in my possession. This is how I came to meet Colonel David Fitz-Enz and his wife Carol.


On a sunny day in Portugal, Colonel Fitz-Enz delved into the documentation and books in my possession with such energy, enthusiasm, and knowledge of his subject that I too started to read more carefully what had been handed down through generations of my family. David triggered an enthusiasm in me to assemble the large amount of family papers and official documents that had been stored for many years. With the help of computers, the collection is now far more accessible, and many more historical facts about my family have come to light in America.


It is a privilege to be asked to write this foreword to a book on a subject that caused considerable grief to my ancestor, Sir George Prevost, the commander of the British land forces at Plattsburgh, and to his immediate family. David’s descriptions of the naval battle vividly evoke the horrors that the sailors had to endure. Victory or defeat was hanging in the balance for both sides. David also brings to light the “secret orders” that Sir George possessed. Previous military researchers writing about these events make no mention of orders.


The secret orders do much to defend the conduct in battle of Sir George, who had the support of his government, the commander-in-chief of the army, and his king, who granted his widow the title “ ‘Supporters’ to the Coat of Arms.” This exceptional honor was in lieu of a peerage, which she declined to accept.


SIR CHRISTOPHER PREVOST, BARONET


Albufeira, Portugal


July 2001





INTRODUCTION



Colonel David Jablonski


[image: image]


The War of 1812 is perhaps the most obscure major conflict in American history, primarily remembered for the British burning of the White House and for the American victory at New Orleans, which occurred after the peace treaty between the United States and Great Britain had been negotiated, but before news of it reached the United States. It should not be surprising, therefore, that the decisive encounter of that war—the Battle of Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain—has long been lost to history. This unique book by Colonel David Fitz-Enz expands on his highly praised film documentary concerning the battle. It is a fast-moving, literate remedy to the neglect of those events that unfolded in northern New York in September 1814.


At the time of the war, America was not yet forty years old and consisted of fifteen states that more closely resembled the loose confederation of the ancient Greek city-states than a united republic. Citizens generally looked to their states, not to the national government, for rules and regulations. As a consequence, the federal government had great difficulty collecting the amount in taxes necessary to equip, train, and commit an army and navy to anything other than loose and limited defenses. Nevertheless, this did not diminish the bravado with which American congressmen took the irrevocable step of declaring war on Great Britain, the greatest global power of the day.


The immediate results were predictable enough. Colonel Fitz-Enz succinctly brings the reader through the first two turbulent years of the conflict, a period marked by American defeats and casualties caused by politically appointed commanders leading untrained and ill-prepared troops. All this contributed to the general decline of a patriotic fervor far removed from that of the Revolutionary generation. The unpopularity of the war with the merchants and farmers—long used to a lucrative trade with the nations of Europe—compounded this crisis. In many cases, these professions turned to smuggling. On the northern border, New Yorkers and Vermonters supplied 80 percent of the food and shipbuilding materials to the British throughout the war. The selling of intelligence to the enemy was not uncommon. By contrast, the British were committed to the war. Some of their greatest officers would fight on American soil—men who had earned their reputations throughout the British Empire and who were anxious to maintain those reputations in the War of 1812. Many were sons of British officers who had fought in the American Revolution; some had been born in the colonies during the conflict. At the highest level, British leaders believed strongly that a significant victory on land would awaken loyalist sentiment for the throne in the former colonies. Reinforcing this notion, British spies in New England assured the London government that a portion of the northern states would negotiate, once occupied by British troops. Finally, there was the enthusiastic support of King George III, who had presided over the loss of the American colonies earlier in his reign.


All this, of course, begs the question of why Britain did not devote all of its resources to the speedy and victorious termination of its war with the former colonies. The answer, as Colonel Fitz-Enz convincingly demonstrates, lies in the realm of grand strategy. Britain was a global power, engaged at the time (as it had been throughout much of the eighteenth century) in a worldwide conflict with France. The war with Napoleon was reaching its denouement on the European continent with the catastrophic French invasion of Russia, in the year that Britain’s war with America began. In exploring this larger picture, Colonel Fitz-Enz has forged from his exhaustive and extensive research in primary sources a compelling picture of the grand strategic linkage between the two wars.


As coalition forces moved toward the initial victory over Napoleon in 1814, it was natural that British leaders in Whitehall would refocus their grand strategy to resolve the conflict in North America. The Duke of Wellington was offered command of the expedition, but declined; it was left to Lieutenant General Sir George Prevost to lead the British invasion. The plan for the expedition has remained one of the best-kept secrets in military and diplomatic history. A document outlining this plan was discovered in London in 1922, but disappeared a few years later. Fortunately, Colonel Fitz-Enz located a rare copy in Portugal at the villa of Sir Christopher Prevost, a descendant of the British invasion commander. It is an astounding document, revealing in great detail the strategic and operational concepts designed to conquer much of what constitutes the present-day United States.


Against the backdrop of this plan, Colonel Fitz-Enz weaves the fascinating and hitherto untold story of Sir George Prevost’s efforts as expedition commander. As that story unfolds, the reader develops a grand strategic appreciation of those efforts. It was no coincidence, for example, that the battle of Plattsburgh occurred nearly simultaneously with the British assault on Baltimore, forever immortalized by Francis Scott Key. All in all, it was an extraordinarily close call for the young republic. In evaluating the leadership of Sir George and the performance of his British force, we can look to Winston Churchill’s judgment of a different age: “The terrible ‘Ifs’ accumulate,” the British statesman wrote as he reflected on the long hot summer of 1914 that resulted in World War I. So did they also a century earlier at Plattsburgh, in one of the few decisive battles in history.


COLONEL DAVID JABLONSKI, PH.D.


Professor, National Security Affairs


U.S. Army War College


Carlisle, Pennsylvania


July 2001





CHAPTER 1


The defeat at Plattsburgh crippled the British advance and was the most decisive engagement of the war.


—Sir Winston Churchill, History of the English Speaking People


In June 1814, the British government, riding high after defeating Napoleon’s troops in Spain, sent word of a secret plan to its military commander in Canada. If the plan, which ultimately failed, had worked, the fledgling American democracy—barely forty years old—would have been destroyed, and what we know as the United States would have reverted to their former status as British colonies. That this secret plan did not work was due to the outcome of an almost unheralded battle, the battle of Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain, feverishly fought by now forgotten American soldiers and sailors.


Why is this battle so obscure? One reason is that occurring on nearly the same day was the battle of Baltimore, witnessed by Francis Scott Key as he wrote the words to what became the U.S. national anthem. With its stirring descriptions of “the rockets red glare,” the poem was published widely and captured the imagination of the emerging country, setting Key’s words on the path to the stars and eclipsing the strategic victory over the invasion force from the north at Plattsburgh, New York. But there is a second reason for Plattsburgh’s obscurity: because its secret plan failed, the British government kept it confidential for over a century. Only now are we beginning to realize just how audacious the plan was, and hence how crucial the American victory at Plattsburgh on Lake Champlain.


The War of 1812 took place after the end of a century that witnessed the American Revolution, or as British schoolchildren were taught to call it, “the skirmish.” The impact of the Revolution was profound. At that time, most states around the world were ruled from hereditary thrones. It is therefore not surprising that many Americans believed that this was the only way to be governed. George Washington was offered the American throne, but turned it down. Martha, his wife, was referred to as Lady Washington.1 In the minds of some former colonists, it was quite logical to think that a new dynasty in the Americas should be spawned, if with certain safeguards. Many believed that the power of a throne could be curbed with the introduction of a system similar to the figurehead system in Great Britain today. And it might have worked in that age, because the states were quite autonomous, which would have fit with a central authority with little power.


But in the 1780s, wiser heads prevailed and the new central government was set up in New York City, along republican lines. The new United States feared even the thought of European-style potentates, whom many of its citizens had fled. Now separated by the Atlantic Ocean from their motherlands, Americans couldn’t contain their desire for freedom. In 1775 the fiery words of Thomas Paine’s “Common Sense” columns were reprinted time and again in Europe, and American revolutionary ideas were exported to the continent. In France in 1789, these ideas led to the revolt against the Bourbon king, Louis XVI. The revolution that began in America was now more than mere rhetoric in Europe. The ten-year-old experiment in the United States of America offered a break from oppression and proved it was possible for a large nation to be ruled by republican principles, free from the excesses of kings, without fear of disintegration. Authority, held firmly in the hands of the hereditary rulers throughout Europe, watched anxiously. The terror which followed the French Revolution alarmed them. France struggled with the new birth, as the heads of French aristocrats fell. The internal chaos in France convinced the British to take steps to reverse its course before it was launched across the English Channel. By the early 1790s Britain was spending money at a rapid rate to contain the revolution within French borders. Britain funded armies in Austria, Prussia, and Russia. Its own army was very small, for it was the Royal Navy which garnered most of the military budget. Britain believed it could support France’s bordering states in their efforts to destroy the revolutionary process in France. The king’s ministers believed that with the internal political disarray in France, the new republic could not defend its borders. Encouraging this notion was the French republic’s destruction of the old royal French army and navy, which had been respected institutions throughout Europe. The naval officer corps, in particular, was decimated. The successive outrageous regimes in Paris between 1789 and 1794 replaced the old army leadership with a new army officer corps which rose from among the people. With British naval power at France’s waterline and European armies at her throat, the idea of republic could be strangled. It was a good plan and should have worked, leaving the thrones of Britain and its allies intact.


But intrigue and interference had the opposite effect. France was forced to turn away from internal political hubbub to defend itself. Following the American example, she created a citizen army built on conscripts who believed in the revolution. With characteristic French resistance to being dictated to by outsiders, France and its new kind of force fought fiercely for “liberty, equality, and fraternity.” Successful on the field of battle by 1795, France demonstrated that self-motivated soldiers could beat the archaic armies of Old World monarchs. Young republican leaders, elected from within the ranks, defeated old, privileged leaders appointed by the throne. Ever so slowly, the citizen army solidified the traditional borders and began to spread the revolution into neighboring principalities. Before the turn of the century France was occupying new lands and had invaded and taken Egypt, disrupting the British eastern trade route. The French government, once in turmoil, became more stable, and every citizen saw himself an ambassador of liberation. Now the French army campaigned not as a conquering army but as the neighbor who brought a new order. Spreading the revolution was on the minds of every soldier. Conquering new territory was on the minds of French politicians. The French army gained confidence with each campaign, as her soldiers were often welcomed by the populace and condemned by fleeing dethroned ruling families.


In the fall of 1793 a new, most extraordinary leader emerged to rule France. Napoleon Bonaparte, who came of age on the battlefield at Toulon against a British force, provided the genius to conquer. Britain and her allies became decisively engaged: they could not pull back. If France succeeded in dominating Europe, Britain and its form of government could become a thing of the past.


Britain, which had already lost much of North America after 1776, adopted a global strategy to contain Napoleon. Britain ruled the oceans of the world and therefore the trade. A very important aspect of the plan was to deny expanding France materials from outside. America was trading heavily with the warring parties of Europe. Britain introduced wide restrictions to keep American goods out of the hands of the French revolutionaries. The United States would only be allowed to trade within British interests. American merchant ships were kept out of Europe by the Royal Navy’s men-of-war, which presented floating blockades outside French ports. In fact, many of the British blockaders sat offshore within sight of American harbors and made a show of attacking merchantmen at will.


The Royal Navy, the agent of the political power, had a tradition that chafed all who knew it. For more than three hundred years, it had been crewed by impressed sailors. And it did not discriminate. In towns along the English coast, “press gangs” seized drunks on their way home from the pubs. Royal Navy ships would lay offshore of home ports, within sight of British soil, and stop its own merchant ships as they arrived, selecting the most fit sailors. Captives were forcibly enlisted in the Royal Navy for a period of a dozen years. Never allowed ashore for fear of desertion, the unwilling sailors were transferred at sea, from one Royal Navy ship to another. In 1798, the Morning Chronicle of London referred to Jonathan Swift, who, appalled by the practice, wrote about it in Gulliver’s Travels: “Though he drew occasionally upon his imagination to heighten or multiply follies, he could not stretch so far as this.” With the impressment of his own subjects so widespread, it was of no concern to King George that Americans should contribute to the manning of his ships of the line. In 1807 the frigate Leopard fired on the American frigate Chesapeake within sight of the U.S. coast. Earlier, at the port of Norfolk, Virginia, the British captain had claimed four men from the American man-of-war but the American skipper questioned the men and determined that only one, perhaps, could have been a British citizen. The attack killed four American sailors and did significant damage to the Chesapeake. After interrogating the ship’s company, the British took several more American sailors because they appeared to be British citizens, according to the victorious English captain. At that time an English accent could be sufficient to risk kidnapping. In all, six thousand Americans would be impressed over the length of the conflict. Outraged, President Thomas Jefferson, whose hatred of the English was well known, imposed an embargo on all British goods. It made little impression on the British government at first, but began to hurt as time passed. The main impact was to the merchants of major American cities along the Atlantic coast. And it was soon largely ineffective because of the new industry it fostered: smuggling.


SMUGGLING



Not looked upon as a crime, but a necessity, smuggling became a way of life to the people of northern New York and Vermont, which hugged the Canadian border. Lake Champlain, one hundred miles long, running due north and south, lapped across the border into Canada. On the southern end it was landlocked. Goods headed south to New York City had to be portaged to Lake George and carried over land to the headwaters of the Hudson River. It was nearly three hundred miles from Plattsburgh to the city and only fifty miles to Montreal, all by water. There was no contest for the primary marketplace—Montreal was everything to northern producers. In 1807, many of the roads were old Indian hunting trails that were often impassable. Federal customs officials patrolled the lake in shallow-draft brigs and sloops which bristled with guns. Goods seized were taken to Plattsburgh and placed in the warehouse of the chief federal customs officer, Peter Sailly. On the evening of November 3, 1811, citizens of Plattsburgh involved in the smuggling trade demanded that Sailly open the warehouse and give back contraband goods that his inspectors had seized. He refused and a gun fight broke out; one man was killed. At that time, the contraband was sold at auction and the money sent out of the north country, to Washington. The federal government’s role in the society of the early ‘nineteenth century was not well defined and the states considered themselves largely autonomous. The loss of revenue for the contraband goods was not condoned locally. Regardless, small lake warships were built in Vermont and manned with federal agents who felt allegiance not to the state, but to the central government.


Canada needed the timber, potash, iron ore, livestock, and grain which were plentiful in the bordering states. In turn, Plattsburgh, New York, and Burlington, Vermont, the only two towns of any size for a hundred miles, required finished goods such as furniture, machinery, and tableware, as well as sugar, rum, chocolate, medicine, and other refined commodities. To avoid capture, smugglers adopted many means to continue trading in the face of the federal restrictions. Cattle and pigs were driven through the forest, making their own paths to Canada off the patrolled routes.


The state militia was added to the enforcement when states passed a law supporting the embargo. A British army officer, buying beef for his soldiers, reported that he questioned a militia brigadier general, in full uniform, who was buying a herd of cattle that had been driven into Canada. “Don’t you consider it treason to trade with the enemy?” asked the red-coated captain. The American militiaman replied, “While trading with the enemy was forbidden, I could not regard anyone who offered me such a good price for my cattle as really being an enemy.” The New York State militia general, Jacob “Embargo” Brown, who later fought so successfully against the British, started out the war as smuggler.


The oddities of the situation were many. In one case a shack was built with a northern wall resting on the border. A farmer filled it with hams, bacon, flour, and the like, tipped it over so that it fell into Canada, and claimed that an act of God caused the contraband to cross the border. Boatbuilding took place on both sides of the border. All the timber had to come from New York. Spars and planks were put on boats at night and the crews attempted to run the customs pickets. This activity resulted in continuing gun battles and death to participants. John Jacob Astor, of New York City, had a long-standing fur trade with western Canada. When his supply was broken off because of the embargo, he appealed to political friends in Washington. He was advised to take advantage of the rules governing neutral nations trading on the high seas. Astor then chartered a boat and registered it in Sweden. From then on, a sloop flying the Nordic blue and yellow ensign plied the lake unmolested.2


Britain found it necessary to field a large army when Napoleon invaded first Spain and then Portugal. American merchantmen concentrated on supplying that army through the port of Lisbon. On July 4, 1807, over a hundred American merchant ships, discharging goods to feed the British army, celebrated in the harbor with lanterns and fireworks. Jefferson alternately tightened and loosened restrictions on trade with Britain, although the impressment of seamen continued throughout his time in office.


Sir James Craig, the governor general of Upper and Lower Canada, fostered illegal trade. Canada required American food for its population centers of Montreal and Quebec. In the embargo, the governor general thought he saw an opportunity to undo the American Revolution. Representatives of the New England states, at a meeting at Hartford, Connecticut, rankled over the embargo, which was strangling trade. Newspapers in England and Canada published stories on the conflicts over the embargo between the states and the federal government. To learn the true feeling of discontent, Craig sent an agent, John Henry, to Burlington to ascertain the seriousness of the press reports. Henry’s spying produced a letter dated February 12, 1809:


The Governor General of Canada,


Sir,


There seems but one opinion, namely, that they [embargo restrictions] are unnecessary, oppressive and unconstitutional. It must also be observed that the execution of them is so invidious as to attract towards the officers of government the enmity of the people, which is of course transferred to the government itself, so that, in case the State of Massachusetts should take any bold step towards resisting the execution of these laws is highly probable. It may calculate upon the hearty co-operation of the people of Vermont.3


Craig wrote to London of the ferment Henry discovered and suggested that there was a possibility that the northern portion of New England could be wooed into returning to Britain if the circumstances were right.


In this context in 1809, the new president, James Madison, took office. By June 1812 British interference at last prompted him to ask Congress for a declaration of war. In part his message to House and Senate read,


Such is the spectacle of injuries and indignities which have been heaped upon our country, and such the crisis which its unexampled forbearance and conciliatory efforts have not been able to avert. It might at least have been expected that an enlightened nation, if less urged by moral obligations or invited by friendly disposition on the part of the United States, would have found in its true interest alone a sufficient motive to respect their rights and their tranquility on the high seas; that an enlarged policy would have favored that free and general circulation of commerce in which the British cabinet would not, for the sake of a precarious and surreptitious intercourse with hostile markets, have persevered in a course of measures which necessarily put at hazard the invaluable market of a great and growing country, disposed to cultivate the mutual advantages of an active commerce.


Other counsels have prevailed. Our moderation and conciliation have had no other effect than to encourage perseverance and to enlarge pretentions. We behold our sea-faring citizens still the daily victims of lawless violence, committed on the great common highway of nations, even within sight of the country which owes them protection. We behold our vessels freighted with the products of our soil and industry, or returning with the honest proceeds of them, wrested from their lawful destination, confiscated by prize courts no longer the organs of public law but the instruments of arbitrary edicts, and their unfortunate crews dispersed and lost, or forced or inveigled in British ports into British fleets, whilst arguments are employed in support of these aggressions which have no foundation but in a principle equally supporting a claim to regulate our external commerce in all cases whatsoever.


We behold, in fine, on the side of Great Britain a state of war against the United States, and on the side of the United States a state of peace towards Great Britain.


Whether the United States shall continue passive under these pergressive usurpations and these accumulating wrongs, or, opposing force to force in defence of their natural rights, shall commit a just cause into the hands of the Almighty Disposer of Events, avoiding all connections which might entangle it in the contest or views of other powers, and preserving a constant readiness to concur in an honorable re-establishment of peace and friendship, is a solemn question which the Constitution wisely confides to the legislative department of the government. In recommending it to their early deliberations I am happy in the assurance that the decision will be worthy of the enlightened and patriotic councils of a virtuous, as a free, and a powerful nation.4


Madison found support in both houses. The war hawks, members of Congress and their supporters from the western states, wanted war. Their westward expansion was being blocked by English fur trading interests and the Indians they employed. Britain continued to aid the western Indians in their conflict with the United States, offering the Indians a self-governed territory in what is today the Upper Peninsula of Michigan. Members of Parliament thought that the United States should end at the Mississippi and that Britain should take possession of all land westward to the Pacific Ocean. This only added to the tensions over the embargo and the impressment of sailors. The Orders in Counsel, passed by the king’s government to stop trade with Napoleon, further restricted American freedom of action. Seen as a violation of neutral rights during the Napoleonic wars, the Orders were considered a sign of British arrogance, while Britain’s failure to recognize the United States as a sovereign nation was considered intolerable.5 In addition to these factors, Congress considered in its deliberations the intrigues of Governor Craig, further proof to many that Britain still regarded the loss of 1776 as an aberration. On June 18, 1812, war was declared on Great Britain:


DECLARATION OF WAR


BE IT ENACTED, . . . That war be and the same is hereby declared to exist between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland and the dependencies thereof, and the United States of America and their territories; and that the President of the United States is hereby authorized to use the whole land and naval force of the United States to carry the same into effect, and to issue to private armed vessels of the United States commissions or letters of marque and general reprisal, in such form as he shall think proper, and under the seal of the United States, against the vessels, goods and effects of the government of the said United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and the subjects thereof.


It would be the first of many such declarations in the history of the country.


AMERICA GOES TO WAR FOR THE FIRST TIME AS A PEOPLE



Former president Jefferson advised Madison in public, “The acquisition of Canada this year, as far as the neighborhood of Quebec, will be a mere matter of marching and will give us experience for the attack of Halifax next, and the final expulsion of England from the American continent.” Henry Clay agreed with the declaration of war, but southern members of Congress were not in favor of invading Canada. They felt that if the expansion were to the north, that power would shift away from the southern states, who wished to acquire Florida. They encumbered the creation of a winning army by insisting upon the appointment of only good political party members as generals and commanders. This political interference extended down into the ranks of the junior officers in the local militia units, as well as in the emerging regular army. All were either in their sixties and veterans of the Revolution or had no real military experience. However, John Jay of Kentucky told everyone that his state militia alone could conquer Canada, a truly absurd statement. Many in the United States believed fervently that the citizens of Upper and Lower Canada were anxious to leave the grip of Britain, that given the chance, they would embrace the American army and join in the defeat of British forces in the provinces. Memories of the Revolution were confused. Many English-speaking Canadians had deliberately fled there during and after the Revolution because of strong attachments to things English. Americans believed that the militia system, the successor of the minutemen of Massachusetts, could defeat the might of the British regular army. Therefore, there was no need for a standing regular army. This belief was inaccurate and simplistic but had been passed down in legendary form. The truth was that the Revolution, which persisted over eight years, created a regular army, born after a harrowing gestation period nearly resulting in the death of the baby and mother. At the end of the war the army was disbanded. Yankees forgot that France contributed significantly, with both money and military forces. What remained, after the turn of the century, was a corroded, moth-eaten militia and a minuscule regular army that numbered just over a thousand. They were spread in garrisons to the west and dotted the coast. France, now under Napoleon, could not help this time; she was more at risk than America.


Perhaps French Canadian dissenters were on the minds of Jefferson and his war hawks, but like U.S. dissenters, they were a small minority. While Governor Craig, who favored the British settlers, had seriously oppressed the French-speaking community, which was the majority at that time, the prince regent in London had taken steps to placate the French Canadians. Fearing that Jefferson’s words were directed at his French subjects, the prime regent carefully chose a new governor, Sir George Prevost, to replace Sir James.


Sir George was the son of a Swiss soldier recruited from the court in Holland in the 1760s. Major Augustin Prevost had been charged with forming the third battalion of the regiment of mercenaries prior to the American Revolution, while his brother James (Jacques) formed the 4th battalion. One of the original members of the 62d Infantry regiment, “The Royal Americans,” Major Prevost formed his battalion of Germans and Swiss in the colonies.6 Some of the four battalions of the regiment were recruited in Pennsylvania of men from the Palatine of Germany. During the Revolution the regiment, under Augustin’s command, distinguished itself at the battles of Brier Creek and Savannah. Earlier in his career, at Quebec, Augustin had been wounded when a spent bullet struck him on the forehead. A steel plate, or trepan, was put on to cover the wound, which caused the family to refer to him as “old bullet head.” After the campaign in Savannah, he and his family returned to England, where he retired as a major general.


In Hackensack, New Jersey, in 1767 a son, George, was born. Young George was educated at Lochee Military Academy in London and was sent on to the Military school at Colmar, France, near the border with Switzerland. He grew up speaking perfect French, without a trace of an English accent. By his own merits, George attained a high rank in his profession, being first brought to the notice of his sovereign as a lieutenant colonel in a battalion of the 62d regiment, then serving in the West Indies. He distinguished himself at St. Vincent, where he was severely wounded, and for his conduct on that occasion, as well as in the subsequent operations in the West Indies, he was appointed brigadier. Soon afterwards George was made the governor of Dominica, which “was conferred upon him as a mark of His Majesty’s approbation for his gallant and successful defense of that island and against a very superior force of enemy as well as for his conspicuous conduct at St. Lucia.” In 1805, he was made a baronet, Sir George Prevost. Shortly after his return to England from the West Indies that year, he was appointed lieutenant governor of Portsmouth with command of the troops in that district. In 1808 he was selected to fill the important charge of lieutenant governor and lieutenant general commanding the forces in the province of Nova Scotia. In the autumn of the same year he proceeded with a division of troops from Halifax to the West Indies and was second in command upon the expedition at the capture of the island of Martinique from the French. He then returned to his government in Nova Scotia. Now, Sir George was called to the high and responsible position of governor in chief of Canada and commander of the forces in all British North America.7


It was feared in London that the heavy hand of Governor Craig had so angered the French-speaking Canadians that they might succumb to the temptation to throw off British rule and side with warring America. Sir George charmed such opposition with his French manners, and he instituted immediate reforms. He raised the pay of the Catholic bishop and moved French speakers into the government at every level. His courtship of the Francophones was regarded with acrimony by the dispossessed in the English-speaking community. The newspapers in Montreal vilified him on all issues and passed their venomous columns on to their colleagues in London’s Fleet Street for publication. However, the throne of Britain supported his every move.


Sir George told London that the words contained in Madison’s message to Congress, asking for a declaration of war, were filled with “Gun Powder.” At the start of the war in the summer of 1812 Britain had in place in Upper and Lower Canada a small contingent of army and navy. They could spare little because Mother England was decisively engaged in the war with Napoleon. Though much weaker because of the purge of the aristocratic naval officer corps, the French kept the Royal Naval busy in the Caribbean. A provincial maritime force in Canada, under the scrutiny of the Royal Navy, was tasked with building and manning fleets on the Great Lakes and Lake Champlain. The British army supplied a few thousand regular troops and augmented them with Canadian volunteers. The Canadians were formed into fencible regiments, that is, established only for the defense of Canada. Unlike the American militia, which was at the disposal of a state governor for internal defense only, the fencibles could cross the border. From the French community, regiments of voltigeurs (Provincial Light Infantry Corps) and chasseurs took to the border as the first line of defense. The efforts of Prevost had been very effective and the citizens, no matter what the heritage, came to the colors easily. Jefferson had been mistaken, thinking that his hatred for the British was ubiquitous.


The American regular army just prior to the war numbered twenty-four hundred who were to be found in small groups within crumbling coastal forts or lonely outposts. Congress planned for ten thousand, but in 1812 the number was far less than half that. As an incentive to all recruits, the bonus was raised from twelve dollars to thirty-one dollars and a grant of 160 acres of land was offered.8 During the next two years of war, the entire regular army never reached the goal of ten thousand. A one-hundred-thousand-strong state militia was authorized to be paid for by the federal government. Though many were on the rolls, no effective fighting force neared that number. The spirit of 1776 was not there in 1812. The country was not interested in a standing army, regarding it as a European phenomenon and therefore not to their liking. They felt it was wasteful and dangerous. The young country was interested in nation building, agriculture, manufacturing, and trade. No outside threat was apparent. They knew the cost of a standing army and navy, which they believed outweighed its usefulness. The navy consisted of thirteen ships that were not prepared to take on the Royal Navy, which ruled the waves. A naval program began with the construction of frigates, the light cavalry of the ocean. A frigate was not listed in the three rates of men-of-war, since none carried sufficient guns to stand and fight. They would fight in hit-and-run engagements at sea, operating singly as a rule.


Following Jefferson’s advice, the regular army prepared to invade Canada in the summer of 1812. Sir George Prevost intended to defend. There were five hundred thousand citizens in Upper and Lower Canada, the vast majority congregated from Montreal to the Atlantic coast.9 Prevost was preparing to fight his neighbor, whose population was fifteen times larger. Under his command was a force of ten thousand foot soldiers, which included British regulars, the fencible regiments, and French volunteers, all of which he ensured were well trained. They were thinly spread along the northern bank of the St. Lawrence River and the Great Lakes of Ontario and Erie. The Canadian militia numbered eleven thousand, only four thousand of which were of any use. The provincial marine patrolled the watery border with twenty-two armed vessels, the largest of which was a twenty-two-gun sloop.10 Armed American vessels were nearly nonexistent.11
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