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ONE
Washington City


The shocking news raced through Washington a little after ten o’clock on the morning of March 22, 1820. One of the first to hear of it was Secretary of State John Quincy Adams, who would record in his diary, “Before I left my house this morning to go to my office, W.S. Smith came in and told me Commodore Decatur had just been brought in from Bladensburg, mortally wounded in a duel.”

The news came as a personal blow to Adams. Stephen Decatur, war hero and member of the Board of Navy Commissioners, was a neighbor and close friend. Only the night before, the commodore and his wife, Susan, had been guests at a grand party in the Adams home, given in honor of the marriage of President James Monroe’s daughter.

Adams realized immediately that the tragedy was likely to have significant national repercussions. Decatur was a legendary figure throughout the young republic. His many spectacular acts of daring on the high seas were a source of national pride, and had won him every honor his country could bestow. More than simply the nation’s reigning hero, he was an important political figure as well. Statesmen of every stripe sought him out for his opinions and support. At the age of forty-one he was recognized as a member of the new generation of leaders. There was talk that he might be destined for higher office, perhaps even the presidency.

After relaying the grim news to his wife, Louisa, Adams hurried across President’s Square—the present Lafayette Park—to the Decatur residence. Anxious citizens were already gathering in front of the imposing town house that Decatur had built with prize money earned in his victorious naval actions. Pushing his way through the crowd Adams managed to gain the entrance. Smears of blood on the door jamb and along the corridor walls inside showed where, only minutes before, the wounded man had been carried through to the reception room on the ground floor.

The house was already filling with high government officials, most of them well known to Adams. He was able to make his way through the throng to where he could catch a glimpse of the fallen commodore, sprawled awkwardly on a couch, surrounded by anxious retainers. It was an unnerving sight. Doctors, naval officers, and servants moved about anxiously, or huddled in corners, conversing in whispers. Decatur himself was almost unrecognizable. His face was ashen, his familiar features tortured into a rictal grimace as he struggled to deal with the pain. His bright piercing eyes, normally his most notable feature, were dull and listless. His high forehead and long, aquiline nose were smeared with dirt and scratches from the dueling field. The boyish forelock of wavy brown hair that the portraitists so delighted in lay matted and disheveled.

The pistol ball had glanced off his hip bone into the groin, severing vital arteries. The doctors had tried to stanch the flow of blood, but there was no place to apply a tourniquet, and they had been only partially successful. Wads of bloody makeshift bandages—towels, bedsheets, table linen—lay about, attesting to their frantic efforts.

Dr. Lowell, the U.S. surgeon-general, who had hurried over to assist the physicians already in attendance, made an optimistic pronouncement concerning Decatur’s condition but Adams suspected his diagnosis was more to comfort family members than anything else. An army colonel who had managed to see Decatur at close hand told Adams that the wounded man could not survive the day.

Decatur’s distress was obviously extreme. He knew he was a dying man and seemed almost to welcome the prospect. At one point he told the doctors he had not believed it was possible to endure such pain. The surgeons suggested probing the wound to extract the ball, but when Decatur asked whether such a step would ease the discomfort they admitted it would make no difference, so he told them to leave the bullet where it was. It had already done all the injury it could, he said.
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The news of the fallen leader spread rapidly across town. The city of Washington was still little more than an overgrown village made up of flimsy rooming houses sandwiched between grandiose half-finished marble public palaces. On muddy street corners and in the halls of power citizens and officeholders gathered together to speak in hushed tones of the distressing event.

What had brought on such a terrible and unexpected catastrophe? It would be months, even years, before all the details of the duel became known, but even in the first hours after the tragedy the broad outlines of the story had already emerged. The duel had taken place at nine o’clock that morning just across the District line in Maryland at a place called the Valley of Chance in the village of Bladensburg. Decatur had come there in response to a challenge from Commodore James Barron, another naval officer, who had also been wounded in the encounter, but was expected to recover.

Details of the quarrel between the two men were still sketchy, but it was thought to have had its origin in an 1808 court-martial of Barron in which Decatur had sat as one of the judges. The court had convicted Barron and in the twelve years since the two men had neither met nor spoken until that very morning on the dueling grounds.

Twelve years! How could such a feud fester for so long? There was speculation that the quarrel might have been deliberately kept alive and encouraged by others. But for what dark reasons? Suspicions quickly fell on the duelists’ two seconds, who were also high-ranking naval officers, Commodore William Bainbridge and Captain Jesse Duncan Elliott. Both men had already fled the city for the safety of Virginia, and there were rumors—which later proved unfounded—that the Navy Department had ordered the arrest of both men.

Decatur’s fellow officers, the men who knew him best, asked different questions. How, they asked, could a man of such celebrated principle and such unquestioned courage allow himself to be drawn into such a tawdry and futile encounter? Decatur was no hot-blooded adolescent, anxious to prove his manhood. He was a mature leader, the bravest of the brave, and the man, incidentally, who had done more than any other to curb the practice of dueling in the navy. What had induced him to accept Barron’s pitiful, trumped-up challenge, to throw away his life so cheaply? To many of those who knew him best, Decatur’s death was worse than tragic, it was pointless.

By midafternoon, as it became increasingly clear that Decatur would not survive the day, President Monroe canceled a reception that had been planned for the evening, and he and the entire city, united in grief, mounted a mournful death watch.

Decatur finally died a little after ten o’clock that evening. The following day, Thursday, the National Intelligencer thundered: “A hero has fallen! Commodore Stephen Decatur … the pride of his country—the gallant and noble hearted gentleman—is no more!” Gushing on in the high-flown rhetoric of the day, the paper exhorted, “Mourn, Columbia! for one of our brightest stars is set—a son ‘without fear and without reproach’—in the freshness of his fame—in the prime of his usefulness—has descended into the tomb…. He was amongst the first of those who have added to the fame of his country; and his premature death is mourned as it ought to be.”

On Friday, the day of the funeral, government offices and most businesses in Washington were closed. In the House of Representatives John Randolph of Roanoke, one of the commodore’s most fervent supporters, rose to move “that the speaker, officers and members of this House, attend the funeral of the late Stephen Decatur, Esquire, of the United States navy, from his late residence, at four o’clock this afternoon.” Not every member concurred. The practice of dueling was generally tolerated, particularly among officers in the armed forces, but it was unequivocally against the law, and before Randolph’s motion could be put to a vote a Mr. Holmes rose to oppose it, proposing that rather than submitting such a delicate matter to yeas and nays, he would move that the House simply adjourn, thus giving every gentleman an opportunity of indulging his own inclinations on this solemn and melancholy occasion. The motion was carried without dissent.

Long before the hour appointed for the funeral procession to begin, it became evident that the crowds of citizens who had come to pay their last respects to the fallen hero would far surpass any such demonstration previously seen in Washington. Since early morning people had been arriving individually and in small groups, sometimes in entire families, in wagons, carriages, on horseback, and on foot from the surrounding farms and suburbs. Stephen Decatur, who had never run for elective office, had clearly touched the lives of a multitude.

As the time approached to bring out the casket and escort it to its final resting place, some ten thousand mourners—in a city of barely fifteen thousand souls—had assembled in front of the Decatur residence and crowded into the surrounding streets, creating lines of humanity that stretched past the Executive Mansion—it was not yet known as the White House—and down Pennsylvania Avenue almost as far as the unfinished Capitol.

From the Washington Navy Yard in the southwest corner of the city came the regularly repeated boom of minute guns, solemnly marking the occasion. Soon, by prearrangement, the salutes of the cannon were joined by the tolling bells of every church in the District.

It was only with difficulty that the dignitaries and military honor guards managed to take their assigned places. When at last all was ready the procession started off, marching to muffled drums and funeral music, led by an honor guard of marines and followed by officers and men of the United States Navy and Marine Corps, wearing crepe on the left sleeve in respect for the memory of the deceased. The coffin, borne by officers of the army and navy as pallbearers, was preceded by the clergy and followed by the distraught widow and other relatives. Next, by himself, marched President James Monroe, leading his entire cabinet, and followed by virtually every member of the Senate and the House of Representatives. After them came Chief Justice John Marshall and his associate judges. The entire tripartite leadership of the new republic—executive, legislative, and judicial—marched in silent tribute. They were followed by lesser officials of the federal government, officers of the District of Columbia, and the diplomatic corps. Last, shoulder to shoulder, came the thousands upon thousands of private citizens, in a crowd that stretched for almost half a mile. Never before had there been such an overwhelming demonstration of communal sorrow in the country’s short history. Its equal would not be seen for another two generations, when a grieving public turned out to mourn Abraham Lincoln.

There was to be no formal church service. Although nominally an Episcopalian, Decatur had been a perfunctory churchgoer at best, and his widow had ruled out any elaborate religious ceremony as inappropriate. The procession made its way northwest to Kalorama, the grand estate owned by Decatur’s closest friend, Colonel Bomford of the Ordnance Corps. It was in the burial vault of the estate that he was to be laid to rest. The mansion, with its magnificent view of Georgetown and the Potomac beyond (Kalorama was Greek for “beautiful vista”), stood near the present intersection of Rock Creek and Massachusetts Avenue. On arrival at the burial site, John Quincy Adams recorded, “A very short prayer was made at the vault by Dr. Hunter, and a volley of musketry from a detachment of the Marine Corps closed the ceremony over the earthly remains of a spirit as kindly, as generous, and as dauntless as breathed in this nation or on this earth.”
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On the other side of the empty city, in one of the upper rooms at Beale’s Hotel, not far from Capitol Hill, a lone figure lay on a bed listening to the solemn, monotonous booming of the minute guns mixed with the doleful chorus of tolling church bells. He was Commodore James Barron, the man who fired the fatal shot that had brought Decatur down, and who was recuperating from the wound he had received at Bladensburg. From the doctor who ministered to him he learned of the huge crowds and the almost endless procession of mourners.

After what seemed a very long time the minute guns finally fell silent, the bells stopped tolling, and the world outside his window grew still, signaling that the ceremonies had come to an end. In the silence of his hotel room James Barron was left to ponder his responsibility for bringing forth such an upwelling of public grief and to assess his own future, which would inevitably be shaped by it. No matter what fate might hold for him in the years to come, he knew that he now bore the mark of Cain, and would forever more be remembered simply as the man who killed Stephen Decatur.

In an age before the electric telegraph or steam railways, when even the most momentous news could travel only at the speed that a horse or sailing vessel might carry it, the mournful tidings of Decatur’s death spread slowly across the land. The citizens of Boston to the north, and Charleston to the south, were only just learning the first shocking accounts of the duel on the day of the funeral, and it would be weeks before the more remote areas of the country heard the news.

Wherever and whenever the news arrived, the people gathered in sorrow. Yellowing newspaper accounts of public mourning, official proclamations of grief, and some truly awful funereal poems (“Decatur falls! Another victim Honor’s Moloch claims!”) attest to the depth of loss his fellow citizens attached to his passing. There was something in his character, something in the sheer audacity of his achievements, that touched them profoundly. To perpetuate his memory, they named their streets, their parks, their municipalities in his honor. The numerous towns and cities scattered over at least a dozen states that still bear his name attest to the fact that Stephen Decatur—brave, noble Decatur—was a man his countrymen wanted very much to remember.



TWO
Philadelphia


Stephen Decatur was born on January 5, 1779. The date is not without significance. It lies at the midpoint of the American Revolution, a little more than two years after the signing of the Declaration of Independence and another two years before Washington’s triumph at Yorktown that brought the war to an end. The Revolution and its aftermath would influence every aspect of his life. If he grew up to be a hero, it was in part because he was born into an age of heroes, an age when Americans, having won their freedom from the world’s most powerful empire, were convinced they could accomplish anything they set their mind to. It was a time of unusual opportunity and breathtaking achievement, a time when John Adams of Massachusetts could write Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, “You and I, my dear friend, have been sent into life at a time when the greatest lawgivers of antiquity would have wished to live. How few of the human race have ever enjoyed [such] an opportunity … for themselves or their children.”

Appropriately for a future American hero, Decatur was born in a simple wooden cabin, in the tiny hamlet of Sinepuxent, on Maryland’s eastern shore, where his family had fled to escape from the British occupation of their native Philadelphia.

The Decaturs had good reason to hide from the British. Stephen’s father, also named Stephen, was master of a privateer and spent much of the war at sea, hunting down English merchant vessels under a letter of marque and reprisal issued by the Continental Congress. The obscure hamlet of Sinepuxent, conveniently located between Chesapeake Bay and the open Atlantic and accessible from both, allowed the elder Stephen to visit his little family, consisting of his wife, Ann, their young daughter, also named Ann, and now their infant Stephen, Jr., between cruises.

Later that year, after General Howe had moved his redcoats back into the field, the Decaturs were able to return to their home in Philadelphia, where young Stephen would grow up.

Philadelphia in the closing decades of the eighteenth century would have been a particularly stimulating place in which to live, and undoubtedly it helped shape the young Decatur’s character and worldview. It was a city of great commercial dynamism and cultural sophistication. It was the largest city in America, bigger and more important than either New York or Boston, a thriving metropolis of some thirty thousand people living in austere but elegant brick homes on well-cobbled, tree-lined streets. The city, situated about a hundred miles up the Delaware River at its junction with the Schuylkill, was a major center of trade, with extensive commercial and cultural ties throughout the United States and overseas. Along the waterfront, ships laden with agricultural produce from the outlying farms of Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and Delaware competed for space with merchantmen newly returned from Europe and the West Indies with cargoes of manufactured goods, sugar, and rum.

Culturally, the city was presided over by the worldly spirit of Benjamin Franklin, patriot, statesman, and resident genius, and could boast an unequaled array of newspapers (including America’s first daily), excellent schools, and a number of well-regarded learned societies.

Philadelphia, during most of the years of Decatur’s childhood and youth, was also the capital of the United States, and as such was a lively laboratory of passionate debate and political experimentation. It was dominated by military leaders and statesmen who had risked their lives and fortunes in the name of liberty, and won. They carried within themselves a heightened sense of national destiny, and were eagerly creating a radically new kind of nation.

The youthful Stephen Decatur, who would grow up accustomed to the sight of such legendary leaders as George Washington, Alexander Hamilton, and James Madison walking the streets of his neighborhood, would consciously model himself upon them. His entire life would reflect the optimism, the willingness to risk, the occasional hubris, and the tendency to overreach that characterized his country in those first formative years of its existence.

Unlike most of their neighbors in Philadelphia, who were of predominantly English stock, the Decatur family included Dutch, French, Scottish, and Irish bloodlines, and traced its roots to the Netherlands, where early in the seventeenth century a De Kater ancestor left Amsterdam for Bordeaux and married a French woman “of noble rank.” In the late 1740s a descendant of this union, a young French naval officer named Etienne Decatur, turned up in Newport, Rhode Island, where he married a local girl, Priscilla Hill. The young couple produced a son, born in 1751 and named Stephen, after his father.

Etienne had difficulty finding work in Newport, and later that year the Decaturs moved to Philadelphia. Etienne hoped to find work there as a merchant captain, but he died soon after his arrival in one of the yellow fever epidemics that periodically plagued the city. The young widow was left penniless with a new baby in a strange town. Somehow she managed to raise her son, and when he was of age he left home to follow the family profession of the sea, having learned at first hand from his mother invaluable lessons on the importance of perseverance and determination. They were lessons that would flower in spectacular fashion in Priscilla’s grandson.

With the Revolution won, the senior Decatur, who had amassed a considerable fortune from his activities as a privateer, entered into partnership with the Philadelphia firm of Gurney & Smith, waterfront merchants and ship owners. In his capacity as a ship’s captain he made regular voyages to Bordeaux in the company’s vessels. His duties necessarily kept him away from home for long periods, but despite his frequent absences he exercised a strong influence on his son. The young Stephen Decatur, Jr., grew up in comfortable circumstances. He would later remember the romantic mystique associated with his father, the excitement that filled the house every time he returned, and the warmth of those evenings when the entire family, grown larger over the years by the addition of two younger brothers, James and John, sat mesmerized by his father’s colorful tales of adventures and faraway places. He would remember too how all the excitement associated with his father’s presence would quickly dissipate when he sailed off again, and life reverted once more to familiar routine. Decatur’s earliest exposure to formal education was under the tutelage of a widowed neighbor, a Mrs. Gordon, whose husband had been lost at sea, and who taught him and his sister the basics of spelling and sums. Mrs. Gordon’s influence on the little boy must have been considerable, for he maintained a lifelong devotion to her, and continued to provide support for her in her old age.

A formative event—almost certainly the most important one in Stephen’s life—occurred during the summer of 1787, when he was eight years old. Over the winter, he had suffered from a severe bout of whooping cough, and by springtime was still having difficulties recovering. It was decided that a good dose of sea air might help, so his father took him as a passenger on his next voyage to France, on board his ship Ariel. For a bright and perceptive boy who worshiped his father and was curious about the world, such an adventure would have been an unforgettable experience.

Poets from before the time of Homer have sought to describe the mysteries and enchantment of the sea, but to the young Decatur no poetry would have been necessary. Watching the familiar sights of the Philadelphia waterfront fall away as the ship made her way down the Delaware to Chester and the sea, seeing the wind catch her sails, and watching them fill out into a cloud of canvas above his head, pushing the ship beyond the sight of land, was to enter a world little short of magical.

The novelty and excitement of that summer would stay with him for a lifetime … the evocative smells of pitch and pine, the sting of salt air, the bewildering cat’s cradle of ropes that soared overhead, the mysterious language of larboard and starboard, of belaying pins and turk’s heads, of deadeyes and shrouds, messengers and halyards … all such strange and unfamiliar things might have been a heady and confusing mystery, were not their names and functions patiently explained to him by his father, that demigod in charge of a world of wonders, that Prospero whose wisdom and skill guided the Ariel on her way.

The arrival in the Gironde, and the voyage upriver to their destination at Bordeaux, must have been more exciting still. To step upon an unfamiliar shore, and walk down strange streets in a city where everyone spoke a foreign tongue, would have engendered permanent memories. At the tender age of eight, Stephen Decatur was experiencing what most of his generation would never know at first hand—the knowledge that a wholly different world lay out there beyond the horizon, waiting to be discovered and challenged.

Undoubtedly the most important impression Stephen brought back from that memorable voyage was the image of his father on the quarterdeck: his father determining the ship’s course, giving orders that were obeyed without question, accepting the deference of his inferiors, secure in the knowledge of his own palpable worthiness. Here, right before his eyes, was the ultimate metaphor of the man in charge: the captain of the ship, master of all he surveyed. Could any young boy not be deeply influenced by such an image?

On Stephen’s return, his parents decided it was time to enroll him in a more formal educational facility. His mother, a devout Episcopalian, harbored hopes that he might some day enter the ministry, and with that in mind entered him at the nearby Episcopal Academy on Fourth Street, where he would study under the direction of a local rector, the Reverend Dr. James Abercrombie. The Academy was one of the leading schools in Philadelphia, and among his fellow students were three boys who were destined to play significant roles in Stephen’s adult life—Charles Stewart and Richard Somers, future naval officers, and Richard Rush, who would grow up to become a statesman and member of the presidential cabinet.

At his new school Decatur quickly established a reputation for enthusiasm and intellectual curiosity that was coupled, alas, with indifferent scholarship. While he was obviously bright and articulate, his marks rarely reflected his intelligence. Despite all of Dr. Abercrombie’s efforts, he was simply not a good student. Apparently, under Mrs. Gordon’s gentle attentions he learned well enough, but he did not fare as well under the more formal strictures of a traditional classroom environment.

The Decatur home was on Front Street near the Philadelphia docks, and inevitably the Delaware River became a favorite haunt of the young Stephen. He was a resourceful youth who enjoyed fishing and was handy with boats, and he could always find something to occupy his time. Many years after his death his schoolmate and friend Richard Rush remembered an incident that occurred during those childhood years. “We used to bathe in the Delaware, near a bank called ‘the old fort,’ in the neighborhood where the navy yard now is. Once, while the boys were swimming about, a few made for a ship moored to a wharf at hand, that they might dive from her side. One of them ran up the bowsprit quite out to the tip end of the jibboom, from which he instantly plunged head foremost into the stream. It was Decatur. Shouts rose from the boys, and the very sailors may have been amazed, as the ship was large, and the height seemed fearful.”

Clearly, the young Decatur exhibited at an early age what a later generation would call “the right stuff.” It is worth noting in passing that swimming was not a common skill in those days, and that most of the officers and men with whom Decatur would sail over the years could not swim a stroke.

Because Philadelphia was a major seaport as well as the national capital, the city was always highly sensitive to shifts and changes in the outside world. When Britain and France went to war in 1793, many called for America to take sides in the conflict, but President Washington was determined to keep out of it altogether, and despite provocations from both powers he was largely successful in steering clear of any involvement. But while he managed to keep his country out of the European war, other foreign entanglements proved to be more difficult to avoid. Particularly troublesome were the problems created by the Barbary pirates of North Africa. The four Barbary states—Morocco, Algiers, Tunis, and Tripoli—had for centuries been operating what amounted to a seaborne protection racket in the Mediterranean. Their strategy was simple. They sent out swift, heavily armed corsairs to prey on merchant ships, and whenever they captured one they would enslave her crew, and then demand a ransom for the return of the ship and the men. The simplest way for a country to protect its ships against capture was to agree to pay an annual tribute to the pirates. Even mighty Great Britain, with its world-girdling navy, felt constrained to pay such tribute.

The American government was reluctant to adopt the practice of buying off the Barbary predators, but since the country had no navy with which to protect its merchant ships it had no alternative, so long as it wished to trade in the Mediterranean. America’s total lack of sea power was deliberate, and reflected national policy. Most members of Congress did not want a navy because they feared that an armed fleet would inevitably lead the country into dangerous mischief overseas. They argued that while it might be humiliating and expensive to pay off the Barbary pirates, at least it avoided war.

The fallacy of this position became evident when one of the Barbary states, Algiers, decided unilaterally to abrogate its treaty with the American government and demanded more money. While the dey of Algiers awaited an American response, he reverted to the practice of capturing any American vessel his corsairs came across and enslaving her crew.

An aroused Congress finally decided to overcome its distaste for warships and resolved “that a naval force, adequate to the protection of the commerce of the United States against the Algerine corsairs, ought to be provided.” The Naval Act of March 1794 marks the birth of the United States Navy, and authorized the president “to provide, by purchase or otherwise, equip and employ, four ships to carry forty-four guns and two ships to carry thirty-six guns each.” The act limited the navy to only these six ships, a laughably small sea force by world standards, but it was hoped that this modest fleet would be enough to buy a little respect from the Barbary pirates. The sum of $688,888.82 was appropriated to begin construction.

As with almost every military appropriation from that day to this, Congress made sure to spread the money over as many states as possible. Each ship was to be built in a different seaport. One of the first contracts was let to Gurney & Smith, the Philadelphia naval agents with which Stephen Decatur, Sr. was affiliated. The company was selected to build one of the big forty-four-gun ships, identified at that point simply as Frigate B.

It was around this time that Stephen Decatur’s formal education came to an abrupt end. He had left the Episcopal Academy and was enrolled at the grammar school of the College of Pennsylvania, but if his parents had hoped that the change might improve his academics, they were doomed to disappointment. Their eldest son, for all his energy and intelligence, was simply not a scholar. At the age of fifteen or perhaps sixteen at the latest, he dropped out of school, never to return. It was obvious that with his weak academics he never could fulfill his mother’s dream of the ministry, but the deciding factor leading to the end of his academic career may well have been Gurney & Smith’s contract to build Frigate B. He was already looking forward to a life somehow connected to the sea, and the prospect that a major warship would be constructed so close to his home, under the supervision of a company with which his father maintained close ties, may well have presented an opportunity too good to pass up. In any case, soon after he abandoned his education he was hired by Gurney & Smith.

[image: Image] 

The new forty-four-gun American frigates authorized by Congress had all been designed by Joshua Humphreys, one of the young republic’s leading naval architects, who had put aside his pacifist Quaker principles to create what were to become the most technically advanced warships of the age.

“If we build our ships the same size as the Europeans, they having so great a number of them, we shall always be behind them,” he argued. “I would build them of a larger size than theirs, and take the lead to them, which is the only safe method of commencing a navy.”

For the next eighteen months Stephen Decatur, working full-time at Gurney & Smith, had the opportunity to witness on a daily basis the construction of an entirely new class of warship, one that would in time be recognized the world over for its innovative design and impressive fighting qualities. She would have the largest spars, the greatest spread of canvas, the thickest sides, and the heaviest batteries of any frigate then afloat, and she would realize her designer’s dream of a frigate that “should combine such qualities of strength, durability, swiftness of sailing, and force, as to render her superior to any frigate belonging to the European Powers.”

Joshua Humphreys was at the shipyard every day, making sure his workmen followed his plans precisely. So too was the frigate’s designated captain, Commodore John Barry, a veteran of the Revolution who had fought in the old Continental Navy and was the man George Washington had personally selected to be the ranking officer of the new navy. As often as not, President Washington himself, an eloquent proponent of a strong navy, would take time from his executive duties to come down and inspect the ship.

Less noticed than such luminaries, but always present, was the young Decatur, taking note of each day’s progress, absorbing at first hand an intimate knowledge of a warship that, as the fates would have it, he would one day take into battle. Stephen Decatur, the indifferent scholar, had no trouble understanding Humphreys’s plans or grasping the elegant logic of his design.
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By the time she was ready for launching, Frigate B had received her proper name: the USS United States. On July 10, 1797, with flags flying, bugles blaring, cannon roaring, and with an immense crowd of nearly twenty thousand cheering onlookers in attendance, workmen began to cut away the blocks that had held the frigate in place for a year and a half, and slowly and majestically the vessel slid gracefully and almost silently down the greased ways and into the Delaware. Standing on the spar deck along with a multitude of others, Stephen Decatur would have savored the moment.

At the age of nineteen it was time for Decatur to decide upon a career. The choice must have seemed self-evident. The nascent U.S. Navy was looking for a number of young men to become midshipmen, to be trained into officers to command the future fleet. Secretary of the Navy Benjamin Stoddert had a very clear idea of the kind of candidates he wanted. He was looking for “sprightly young men of good education, good character, and good connections.” Ideally, the service was looking for lads of fifteen or sixteen. The prevailing wisdom held that beyond the age of eighteen a young man’s character was likely to be too deeply rooted to be trained and molded into that of a proper naval officer. Decatur was already a little long in the tooth to be an ideal candidate, and his educational credentials were less than stellar, but he was otherwise eminently qualified. The fact that his father was a respected veteran of the War of Independence, and that he was also a personal friend and old comrade of Commodore Barry, stood very much in his favor.

Barry enthusiastically endorsed the young man’s candidacy, and promised to use his influence to obtain a place for him. But a midshipman’s warrant was not all that easy to obtain, even for someone as well placed as Barry. A naval career was looked upon as a gentlemanly and honorable profession, and many a senator’s son was already on the waiting list. Possibly to improve the young Decatur’s chances, his father engaged a former Royal Navy officer, Talbot Hamilton, to tutor his son in navigation and other nautical sciences.

But Decatur need not have worried. In due course his warrant arrived, dated April 30, 1798, and signed by Secretary Stoddert and President John Adams. The next morning, the young man stepped on board the United States and reported for duty. He and the navy had found each other.



THREE
Mr. Midshipman Decatur


At the age of nineteen, Stephen Decatur had reached his full growth. He was now a rugged, well-filled-out young man, standing just short of six feet, and very much aware that he cut a dashing figure in his brand new midshipman’s uniform, which was only marginally less glamorous than that of a commissioned officer. His prominent nose, high forehead, and wavy, dark brown hair highlighted his almost Latinate features, and his large, dark eyes suggested a quick mind and a sharply honed sense of curiosity.

Secretary Stoddert might almost have had him in mind when he set out the qualities he was looking for in midshipmen. “A spirit of enterprise and adventure cannot be too much encouraged,” he wrote, and in an observation that neatly combined idealism with a certain worldly wisdom, “Bravery is a quality not to be dispensed with in the officers. Like charity, it covers a great many defects.” Stoddert recognized that the American navy would perforce be small, and its officers would have to make up for that deficiency. “If our officers cannot be inspired by the true kind of zeal and spirit which will enable us to make up for the want of great force by great activity, we had better burn our ships and commence a navy at some future time when our citizens have more spirit.”

A midshipman’s salary was nineteen dollars a month. It was a fairly liberal wage by the standards of the day, given the fact that it included room and board, and compares not unfavorably with Commodore Barry’s compensation, which came to $117 a month. Naval officers were expected to supplement their income with prize money. Given the disproportionate way prize money was divided, with senior officers getting the lion’s share, Barry could with any luck expect to augment his meager earnings considerably, should his squadron manage to catch sufficient enemy vessels. The lowly midshipmen, and the even more lowly sailors, far down on the list of preferments, could expect little more than pocket change.

Shipboard life, with its special rules, complex duties, and arcane language, could be an intimidating world for the uninitiated, but Decatur adapted easily to it. He was already thoroughly familiar with the ship, having observed her construction at first hand, and he already knew important members of the ship’s company. The captain, of course, was a family friend, but he was also pleased to find that two boyhood companions had already preceded him on board. Charles Stewart, who had dropped out of school at an even earlier age than Decatur and had subsequently gone to sea, had been appointed fourth lieutenant of the United States on the basis of his years in the merchant service. Richard Somers, another schoolmate from the Episcopal Academy, was a fellow midshipman.

There was much for the midshipmen to learn, and the rudiments of seamanship and sailing were only part of their education. Their basic responsibility was to help the commissioned officers, and by so doing learn to become one. There is a story of Decatur’s tour as a midshipman that he often told on himself. Everything on board a sailing ship has a specific name, and if an officer wished to refer to “the main topmast preventer stay,” it was imperative that he call it by that name and no other. But Decatur had trouble remembering the names and purposes of the various ropes that controlled the sails and yards. To overcome his difficulty, he secretly wrote the names in pencil behind the belaying rails where the lines were secured. His system worked well enough during the daylight hours, but how he managed at night, with only starlight to help him decipher his notes, he neglected to explain.

[image: Image] 

The ship’s company totaled approximately four hundred officers and men, and was divided into two watches, the starboard watch under the supervision of the first and third lieutenants, and the larboard watch under the second and fourth lieutenants. Decatur was assigned to the starboard watch, and as a result came into close and regular contact with a man who was destined to play a unique role in his navy career. He was James Barron, third lieutenant of the United States, and the man who would, years later, kill him on the dueling grounds of Bladensburg.

Barron was a tall man, well over six feet, with a deep chest and broad shoulders, tested and strengthened by years of strenuous life at sea. He had a round, pleasing face, with an open countenance that bespoke a genial nature. He was ten years older than Decatur, and had already spent almost twenty years at sea, having enlisted in the Virginia navy at the age of eleven, and served under his father in the Revolution. After the war, he had gone directly into the merchant service.

The two men hit it off from the start, the older responding warmly to Decatur’s obvious intelligence, drive, and eagerness to learn. Barron, a Virginian with the deeply felt sensitivity to personal honor characteristic of his class, was to have great influence on the emerging Decatur, and would serve as an important role model. His steady nature and highly competent technical skills quickly earned Decatur’s respect, and in later years Decatur would freely admit that he had once revered Barron as his own father.

As events would prove, it was not a reverence that would stand the test of time.

By the summer of 1798, when the frigate was preparing to go to sea for the first time, her mission had changed significantly. She had been originally authorized by Congress specifically to do battle with the Algerine pirates, but that quarrel had long since been settled by diplomatic means, and Algiers and the other Barbary states were pacified, at least for the time being. But even with the North African corsairs momentarily quiescent, the revolutionary government of France emerged as a new threat to American freedom of the seas. The French were convinced that America was siding with Great Britain in the European war, and in consequence French warships and privateers were ordered to hunt down and capture American merchant vessels. By 1798 the French navy had already taken literally hundreds of Yankee merchantmen in prize. It was an undeclared war—or as it was termed, a Quasi-War—and despite vigorous protestations from the American government, France made no effort to curb the prédations of its warships.

The United States government was reluctant to fight back against such a powerful enemy, but by the summer of 1798 French depredations could no longer be tolerated, and those members of the national government in favor of defending American interests were able to move Congress to authorize the navy to retaliate, and to start capturing French armed vessels wherever they could be found. Captain Barry’s orders called for him to sail to the West Indies where French privateers had been particularly active. In the last hurried days before departure, Midshipman Stephen Decatur was treated to what must have been one of the most gratifying experiences in his young life.

In the middle of June, by which time Decatur had been on board a little over six weeks, the United States dropped down the Delaware to Chester, where she would take on her final provisions. At dawn on the morning of July 8, the USS Delaware, a twenty-gun armed merchantman commanded by Decatur’s father, made her way triumphantly upriver toward Chester in company with the French privateer La Croyable, which she had just captured. As Decatur, Sr., using a speaking trumpet, related the tale of his victory to Captain Barry, it is easy to imagine the pride of his eldest son, standing among the officers and men crowding the side of their ship, cheering the first American prize of the Quasi-War.

Five days later, the United States, ready for sea at last, spread her 42,720 square feet of sail—virtually an acre of canvas—and cleared the Delaware Capes on her maiden voyage.

The prospect of a possible encounter with an enemy brought a new level of intensity to the midshipmen’s training. They had already had some indoctrination in the exercise of the great guns while still in harbor, but once at sea the guns became the center of each day’s activities. Guns were the sole justification for the ship’s existence, the officers explained. The ship was in fact nothing more than a gun platform, and it was only when the guns were in range of the enemy that the purpose of the navy came into sharp focus: to protect American interests, either by waging war or by suggesting such a possibility.
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