


Foreword

he United States Navy is defined by its history,
a shared heritage binding the disparate parts of

Fhe American naval community and
connecting today’s Sailors with those who manned the
fleet two hundred years ago. The service’s mores and
rules of conduct stand solidly on the Navys illustrious
past. This booklet, one in an occasional series, brings
our naval heritage into the light once again so thar all
can learn from i.

The Naval Historical Center strives to acquaint
today’s Sailors with those who have gone before
because a widespread knowledge of this histo
enhances the fleet’s effectiveness, while familiarity with
the Navy’s heritage strengthens each Sailor’s pride in
the service. In the rush and pressure of everyday duties
and deadlines, naval personnel may set aside the task
of looking at history for leisure time, assuming
nothing practical for the workday can be gleaned from
studying the careers of captains who commanded ships
powered by sails and armed with smooth-bore cannon.

Those who make this assumption and neglect history

make a mistake. Intangibles like leaderahip, teamwork
. . ’

anicommltment hold timeless lessons unconnected to

technology. Looking at how a naval captain in the War

of.]812 exercised command can provide today’s
Sailors at all levels with a blueprint for leaders)},li and
an understanding of what worked and what (‘iidpnot
Finall)f, the travails and triumphs of our naval
fo.rbears inspire us and prepare us to meet our own
crises. Let us look to those earlier American naval
leaders whq faced long odds and seemingly invincible
foes, sometimes overcoming them, sometimes fallin
before rhc.em, but always meeting them with (;oura ’
From their example, let us draw strength to conf'r(z;;:
our own enemies in these dangerous rimes, t

- William S. Dudley
Director of Naval History

Preface

treated in the chapters of this work, a U.S. naval

force found itself confronting a superior British
naval force. Blockaded in tributaries by significant
British squadrons, Commodore Joshua Barney’s barge
flotilla held out for ten weeks, engaging in several
pitched battles until Barney ordered its destruction.
Barney’s sailors then became foot soldiers and
maintained the nation’s honor in facing the red-coated
foe marching on Washington, when other troops
broke and ran at the battle that wits derided as the
“Bladensburg Races.”

Commodore Thomas Macdonough’s Lake
Champlain squadron opposed a British squadron
possessing significant advantages over his own. The
British had a large preponderance of long guns, with
the long guns on their flagship alone nearly equaling
those of the entire American force. Macdonough’s
superior seamanship nullified the British advantage,
enabling the Americans to throw their heavy short-
range carronades into the equation. Still, it was only
after enduring one of the deadliest naval battles of the
war that the American sailors were able to claim
victory. The sacrifice of American lives and limbs
resulted in the retreat of an invading enemy army and
led to satisfactory terms at the peace table.

For six weeks, a Royal Navy frigate and sloop of war
watched Captain David Porter’s frigate USS Essex in
the neutral harbor of Valparaiso, Chile. When Essex
finally sailed, a gust of wind blew its main topmast
overboard, and the American frigate took refuge in a
bay near the harbor. There, the British warships stood
out of range of Essex’s carronades, which were its main
armament, and, disregarding the neutrality of the
Chilean waters, began a long-distance cannonade of
the disabled ship. For two and a half hours the
Americans resisted the enemy’s superior firepower. At
long range, the two British vessels enjoyed an
advantage of 288 pounds in weight of metal thrown
per broadside compared to Essex’s mere 72 pounds.
Porter looked for a shift of wind that would enable
him to bring Essex’s guns into range, or perhaps to
take one of the enemy warships by boarding. Essex’s
flag came down only after the loss of 155 men

In each of the three episodes of naval conflict

eliminated any chance of victory. “Contemporary
history,” wrote Theodore Roosevelt, “does not afford a
single instance of so determined a defense against such
frightful odds.”

In each of these instances, officers and men of the
U.S. Navy demonstrated the courage, honor, and
commitment that are the core values of the American
naval service. They faced the foe without flinching and
refused to give up the fight until conquered by
overwhelming force. On Lake Champlain, the
outcome was unequivocal American victory. In the
Chesapeake Bay flotilla and on board USS Essex,
stubborn resistance forced the enemy to commit
disproportionate resources and held up the application
of those resources to other enemy purposes while the
resistance lasted.

We, the authors, are historians in the Early History
Branch of the Naval Historical Center located at the
Washington Navy Yard. Our branch serves the Navy
by presenting its history from the American
Revolution through World War I. In fulfilling that
responsibility we edit a multi-volume publication
called The Naval War of 1812: A Documentary History,
which consists of transcriptions of original documents
concerning the naval history of the War of 1812. The
expertise that we have gained from working on that
project has helped us to write this booklet.

Our words have been brought to life through the
expert typography and design work provided by our
colleagues Wendy Leland and Morgan I. Wilbur of
Naval Aviation News. We would also like to
acknowledge the assistance of other Center staff:
Sheila Brennan, Sandra Doyle, Davis Elliott, Robert
Hanshew, Karin Hill, Jennifer Lloyd, and our fellow
historians in the Early History Branch: E. Gordon
Bowen-Hassell, Dennis M. Conrad, and Mark L.
Hayes.

The interpretations expressed herein are those of the
authors alone, as are any errors of fact or
interpretation.

Charles E. Brodine, Jr.
Michael J. Crawford
Christine E. Hughes




































































































































