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			Every spot of the old world is over-run with oppression. Freedom hath been hunted round the Globe. Asia, and Africa, have long expelled her.—Europe regards her like a stranger, and England hath given her warning to depart. O! receive the fugitive, and prepare in time an asylum for mankind.

			—Thomas Paine, Common Sense (1776)

			The unsuccessful strugglers against tyranny have been the chief martyrs of treason laws in all countries. Reformation of government with our neighbors, being as much wanted now as religion is, or ever was anywhere, we should not wish then to give up to the executioner the patriot who fails and flees to us.

			—Thomas Jefferson, Heads of consideration on the establishment of extradition treaties, March 22, 1792
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			Preface

			IT WAS THE BLOODIEST MUTINY in the annals of the Royal Navy, a horrific eruption of savagery during the most storied epoch in British seafaring history. At the height of the French Revolutionary Wars, when England stood imperiled by invasion, mutineers on a pitch-black night in September 1797 murdered the captain and nine other officers aboard a thirty-two-gun frigate, HMS Hermione, four thousand miles from home in the tropical waters of the Caribbean. Butchered by crew men brandishing axes and cutlasses, all ten officers, including a fourteen-year-old midshipman and a second lieutenant delirious with yellow fever, their skulls crushed by tomahawks, were heaved overboard ten leagues off the western coast of Puerto Rico. By morning light, except for a dozen shipmates, well over one hundred men had joined the uprising.

			This book begins by following the fortunes of the Hermione, from the genesis of the mutiny and the crew’s flight to the Spanish Main to the transatlantic dragnet laid by the Royal Navy. Very little has been written about the ill-fated frigate since the publication of Dudley Pope’s popular narrative, The Black Ship, in 1963. Except for scattered historians and legal scholars, the mutiny remains largely unknown.1 Unlike the South Pacific saga of the Bounty eight years earlier, the carnage aboard the Hermione generated few heroics. The tale is not easily romanticized, with little to match Captain Bligh’s epic survival in a cramped launch or the nomadic adventures of the Bounty’s crew on the far side of the world. But the bloodbath in Puerto Rico’s Mona Passage did have profound repercussions, especially for the young American republic, that have been widely ignored.

			For the mutiny thrust upon the administration of John Adams, America’s second president, already bedeviled by partisan opposition, a set of incendiary issues involving natural rights, American citizenship, and political asylum—a consequence of the purported presence of impressed American sailors aboard the Hermione and, in turn, their threatened extradition to Great Britain after seeking refuge in the United States. In sanctioning the surrender of a seaman named Jonathan Robbins—a native son, he claimed, of Danbury, Connecticut—Adams in the summer of 1799 ignited a political firestorm fanned in the following weeks by news from Jamaica of the sailor’s hanging as the reputed Irish ringleader Thomas Nash. “No one circumstance since the establishment of our government,” observed Thomas Jefferson, “has affected the popular mind more.”

			Not only did the aftershocks of Robbins’s martyrdom powerfully influence the momentous election of 1800, the first full-blown presidential campaign, but they also helped to shape the infant Republic’s identity—how Americans envisioned both themselves and the larger destiny of the United States. In drawing heightened importance to the principles of 1776, the Hermione crisis led directly to America’s historic decision whether to grant political asylum to refugees from foreign governments, a major step toward fulfilling the magnetic promise of American independence, famously voiced by Tom Paine, to provide “an asylum for mankind.”

			A few studies, especially a long article by the legal scholar Ruth Wedgwood, have probed the affair’s constitutional implications arising from allegations of judicial interference by Adams.2 I am indebted to Professor Wedgwood’s meticulous scholarship for helping me to navigate the crosscurrents of constitutional law. Less attention has been paid, particularly by historians, to the mutiny’s impact on the early Republic’s political culture, including the deepening rift between Federalists and Jeffersonian Republicans.3 Perhaps as a consequence, recent studies of the Revolution of 1800 and biographies of John Adams have either minimized or, more often, entirely overlooked the controversy. Even so, I have profited greatly from scholarship that has of late centered on the young Republic, including the contested landscape of early national politics.

			Sources for this book have been wide ranging, among them documents in the British National Archives at Kew. Especially critical were Admiralty dispatches, journals, logs, and muster books. Court-martial records graphically detail events aboard the Hermione before, during, and after the mutiny. Also vital were records at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. Manuscripts of key political figures proved revealing, not least those of Robert Liston, Timothy Pickering, Oliver Wolcott, Rufus King, and Edward Livingston, along with the correspondence of Adams and Jefferson. Electronic databases such as America’s Historical Newspapers and the British Newspaper Archives offered an unparalleled opportunity to canvass innumerable papers published on opposite sides of the Atlantic. Highly influential at the turn of the eighteenth century, newspapers in the United States afford a particularly striking lens on public opinion as well as on national politics.

			The book is a triptych, beginning with the mutiny on the Hermione and the ensuing manhunt for members of her crew. The second section recounts the arrival of a handful of mutineers, including Jonathan Robbins, in the United States before examining in depth the political crisis that engulfed John Adams and the Federalist Party. The final three chapters focus on the election of 1800 and the protracted consequences of Robbins’s martyrdom during the years of Republican ascendancy. As late as 1812, Adams bitterly complained that “Robbins” was “a scandal that ought to have been killed before it died of old age”—“a more infernal, wicked, malicious, unprincipled, deliberate, and cruel scandal never stalked this earth.” “Indeed,” he rued, “I know not whether it be dead yet.”

			Quotations are set in the original spelling except when altered to improve clarity. Capitalization has been modernized and punctuation added when necessary. To avoid confusion, I have chosen to employ the name “Jonathan Robbins” to refer to the seaman whose extradition lies at the heart of this story. The decision to use the alternate name “Thomas Nash” only when invoked by Federalist partisans and the British is not intended to render a verdict on the contentious issue of Robbins’s identity, which is among the larger of several mysteries that the book seeks to unravel.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			FIRST LIGHT ON THE TWENTY-SECOND of April 1769 brought frantic cries of an advancing man-of-war, its enormous foresail bellied out in the breeze. Any thought of escape was folly. Homeward bound for Marblehead, the merchantman was ill equipped to outrun, much less fend off, a twenty-gun frigate under full sail, the red ensign of the Royal Navy flapping from its stern. Closing quickly, HMS Rose bore down on the Pitt Packet, captained by Thomas Power, just four leagues off Cape Ann, a rugged granite peninsula north of Boston. Its hold brimming with lemons and salt from Spain, the New England brig also bore a small cache of contraband—sundry crates of wine and champagne in addition to three casks of gin—barely enough, once inspected, to warrant chalking the King’s “broad arrow” on the mainmast.1

			Two thunderous volleys of cannon fire forced the gently pitching boat to heave to, followed in short order by the approach of a cutter carrying Lieutenant Henry Panton, two midshipmen, and seven seamen bearing the telltale swagger of a press-gang. Clambering aboard, Panton lost no time in inquiring after the ship’s company, only two of whom, both Americans, appeared before the mast. Besides Master Power, the vessel’s log revealed a crew of six. “Here they are,” exclaimed a sailor from the Rose upon opening a hatch. Beneath the deck huddled four Irish seamen barricaded in the forepeak, a small, ill-lit enclosure in the bow separated from the main hold by a wooden bulwark. Armed with little more than a musket and a harpoon, there they had decided to plant their flag, vowing to die as “freemen born free” rather than be “pressed” into the British navy.

			It went badly. Going below with drawn swords and candles to light the way, Panton’s men laid siege to the makeshift fortress, the lieutenant at first entreating, then commanding the band’s surrender. “I’m the man who will bring you out,” he declared. As the morning wore on, a squad of marines arrived from the Rose. Joining the gangsmen, they tore into the bulkhead with a crowbar and axe, cutting deep holes in the wooden planks. Tempers flared. “Fire if you dare,” cried Michael Corbet, leader of the four sailors and likely a former seaman in the Royal Navy. “I will not go back, I will kill the first of you.” In a blur, a pistol snapped, the flash scorching Corbet’s face and bloodying his lip. Desperate to regain control, Panton grabbed the pistol from a young marine. It was too late. Through a breach in the bulkhead, Corbet drove a harpoon into the left side of the lieutenant’s neck, severing the carotid artery and two jugular veins. Blood sprayed everywhere as Panton’s face began to cloud. Rushed to the master’s cabin—handkerchiefs vainly binding the gash—he was beyond saving. Within minutes, Panton lay stone dead at his men’s feet.

			Nor was this all. No sooner had the lieutenant been struck than a midshipman shot a second seaman in the arm. Three of the four were shortly seized and dragged to the main deck, where they learned of Panton’s fate. Through his tears, Corbet, the last to surrender, glimpsed the callow marine who’d fired at him. “You are the rascal that is the occasion of this gentleman losing his life,” he cried. As for the wounded shipmate, he survived the gunshot, no thanks to the Rose’s doctor, who seethed, “Let the dog die and be damned.”

			Thus the grim case that fell to John Adams, at the age of thirty-three, on agreeing to defend the Pitt’s Irish hands against the capital charge of murdering a lieutenant in the Royal Navy—all four seamen tarred with the same brush. A seasoned trial attorney, Adams had practiced law ever since graduating from Harvard and forgoing a career in the ministry. In 1768, the year of his family’s removal from his native Braintree to Brattle Street in Boston, he appeared in over three hundred cases, approximately a third before the Massachusetts Superior Court. He had also become associated, by then, with escalating protests against British authority, beginning with his public condemnation of the Stamp Act. Just a month prior to Panton’s death, he had launched a newspaper column critical of British policies, including recent prosecutions in Boston for smuggling. Besides affording an opportunity to further his political career, Rex v. Corbet magnified Adams’s gravest fears. Taxation without representation, greedy customs commissioners, trials bereft of juries, armed soldiers on Boston streets, and now, by all accounts, a shocking attempt to deprive free men of their liberty—inescapable evidence, in Adams’s view, of a conspiracy in the highest echelons of the British government to snuff out American rights.

			Predictably, the deadly fray became the talk of Boston. At first, the Patriot leader James Otis, famed for his political oratory and legal acumen, agreed to serve as co-counsel. But Otis’s mental instability, reputedly compounded by bouts with the bottle, undercut his usefulness. With nowhere else to turn, Adams scoured his personal library—arguably the finest in Boston—for legal references and precedents pertaining to homicide, and to the deeply unpopular practice of impressment long employed by the Royal Navy to replenish its ranks with merchant seamen. Law, history, theology, and political philosophy all figured in his research, occasioning nights spent poring over tomes both familiar and obscure. Neither before nor afterward in his legal career did Adams devote so many hours with near bottomless energy to a single case. “I vainly thought as if I could shake the town and the world,” he later confessed.

			Perhaps. On Wednesday, June 14, inside a packed chamber on the second floor of the Boston courthouse—“no trial had ever interested the community so much”—Adams entered four pleas of justifiable homicide before a Special Court of Admiralty. Due to the denial of his motion for a jury trial, a panel of fifteen high-ranking crown officials heard the case the following morning, including the governors of Massachusetts and New Hampshire and the chief justice of Massachusetts, Thomas Hutchinson, fated to become the most hated man in America during his impending tenure as the colony’s royal governor.

			For the better part of three days, a stream of witnesses paraded before the court to recount the morning of Panton’s death, among them seven crew members of the Rose. Although by law criminal defendants were forbidden to testify, the crew’s unvarying testimony, to a man, combined with that of the master and two seamen from the Pitt, buttressed the defense’s case. By any reckoning, the overriding purpose of the boarding party had been to impress able seamen, preferably any who hailed from England, Ireland, or Scotland. The prosecution’s contention to the contrary, inspecting the brig for contraband had been an afterthought and the lieutenant’s death the tragic consequence of a standoff in which the accused again and again affirmed their determination not to be pressed. The court also learned that the first pistol fired belowdecks had been unloaded, save for black powder. The marine, by hoping to cow Corbet into surrendering, had committed a fatal error. Fire if you dare. I will not go back, I will kill the first of you.

			On Saturday morning, steeped in law and legal precedent, Adams stood before the hushed gathering to deliver his argument. To judge from his notes, he fully intended to claim self-defense. Shot point-blank in the face, Corbet had been forced to defend his person. What’s more, Panton had committed an illegal act in boarding the Pitt for the purpose of pressing crew members. A little-known act of Parliament passed in 1707 during the reign of Queen Anne expressly prohibited the impressment of seamen in North America, no matter their native origins, save for deserters.

			Adams’s opportunity never arrived. Scarcely had he uttered a sentence before the chief justice arose from his chair to move that the judges adjourn to the council chamber. There, sequestered from the public, the panel deliberated for the remainder of the day and early evening, to the apprehension of much of Boston, not least Adams himself. Notwithstanding the week’s testimony, he, like others, feared a conviction when the court reconvened, followed by the death sentence for all four defendants. “Never was a more gloomy assembly of countenances painted with terror and horror than appeared in the audience next morning,” he recalled.

			All the more astounding, then, once the prisoners had been summoned to the bar, that the president of the court, Governor Francis Bernard of Massachusetts, pronounced a unanimous verdict of justifiable homicide in necessary self-defense. And there, with no further explanation, the case of Rex v. Corbet rested. In a breathtaking reversal of fortune, it was over. Adams, for his part, was dumbfounded, writing long afterward that he still did not know whether “to laugh, or cry, or scold.” Notwithstanding his delight, the trial’s improbable conclusion had rendered his preparation moot, which for both personal and political reasons made the triumph, at best, incomplete. The court, Adams calculated years later, could not have returned a verdict favorable to impressment. “Such a judgment, would, at that time, have been condemned, reprobated, and execrated….It would have accelerated the Revolution.” Neither, however, could the court permit “a public exhibition of the law in all its details before the people,” even less a full-throated attack of the sort that Adams envisaged.

			On departing the courthouse, toward the bottom of the stairs leading to the foyer, he was met by the boatswain of the Rose. “Sir,” the sailor volunteered, “we are all greatly obliged to you for your noble conduct in defense of those brave fellows.” “This is the employment,” he admitted, “in which I have been almost constantly engaged for twenty years, fighting with honest men to deprive them of their liberty. I always thought I ought to be hanged for it, and now I know it.”

			Oddly, in light of later events, it was an anecdote that John Adams long delighted in telling after his presidency.
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				Mutiny

			

		

	
		
			1

			 

			Men-of-War

			AT HIGH TIDE ON A September morning in 1782, not quite a year since Britain’s humiliating capitulation at the Battle of Yorktown, His Majesty’s Ship Hermione, her coppered hull slathered with grease, slid stern-first down a wooden slipway into the swollen waters of the River Avon, fed by the swift currents of the Severn estuary. A launch was no easy feat, nor was it free of peril, but the port of Bristol, England’s “metropolis of the west,” had been building ships since the thirteenth century. Before a rapt crowd lining the stone quay—sailors, shipwrights, and merchant princes—heavy ropes, tethered fast to the bow, were cast off with ceremonial fanfare. Slowly the tide-borne frigate began to slip away from the dry dock of Sydenham Teast, directly across the Avon from the elegant townhouses of Queen Square. With a surplus of warships at royal wharves waiting to be built or repaired, private docks such as Teast’s reaped the rewards of government contracts.1

			It was a promising start. Fitted out in a naval yard, the Hermione was commissioned for duty the following spring—too late, owing to a halt in hostilities that February, to enter the American War of Independence. Two-decked, three-masted, and square-rigged in the fashion of frigates, she was the first in a new class designed by Sir Edward Hunt, bearing a rounder midsection, much like the profile of a tulip, to lend stability. The clean-lined hull ran 129 feet in length with a beam of nearly 36 feet. Of 714 tons burden, she was notably larger than the slavers that Teast’s shipyard furnished for Bristol’s lucrative African trade, designed instead for a naval company of 220 men. Costs of construction, fittings, sails, rigging, and armament exceeded £16,000. In addition to six carronades, devised with a large caliber for firing at close range, the Hermione received 32 cast-iron cannons, among them 26 twelve-pounders for the main deck. Unlike larger, more powerful men-of-war that boasted two or even three gun decks, with lower ports vulnerable to ocean swells, the main battery of the Hermione, lying well above the waterline, promised greater versatility in heavy weather.2

			In the annals of classical mythology, Homer tells of the “rose-lipped” Hermione, the only daughter of Menelaus, king of Sparta, and Helen, whose abduction ignited the Trojan War.3 For many Britons, however, the frigate’s name conjured halcyon memories of wartime riches and national glory. Years back, in May 1762, toward the close of the Seven Years’ War, two British warships cruising off the southern coast of Portugal captured a Spanish treasure galleon named the Hermione just a day’s sail from the port of Cádiz, home to Spanish fleets for nearly two centuries. Striking her colors before firing a single shot, the enemy prize had been en route from Peru with a glittering cargo of gold dust, jewels, and silver estimated at £700,000 to £800,000, the “richest capture” in the history of the Royal Navy. Such was the outpouring of joy in Britain that the name “Hermione” graced newborns and racehorses alike. In August, throngs gathered from Portsmouth to London, anxious to glimpse twenty heavily laden wagons transporting the treasure under military escort to Tower Hill. George III viewed from an upper chamber in St. James’s Palace the convoy’s arrival in the capital, which was followed by a marching band. “The air was rent with the shouts of the populace,” described a newspaper. Less happily, major Spanish banking houses from Barcelona to Málaga collapsed; chaos reigned among Andalusian merchants; and the Hermione’s captain, on returning home, forfeited his head.4

			—

			IN THE DECADE THAT FOLLOWED the Treaty of Paris of 1783—years that saw a resurgence of transatlantic traffic; the Royal Navy’s startling expansion to keep pace with rival fleets; and the spiraling descent of the French monarchy, corrupted by debt and decay, into revolution—an anxious peace descended on Europe like a bank of dark, low-hanging clouds lit by fitful flashes of sheet lightning. In the course of losing most of its American colonies, England had acquired a host of familiar enemies nursing grudges old and new. More than once, the country teetered on the brink of fresh hostilities, in 1787 with France over rival claimants in the Netherlands, and three years later with Spain in the Pacific Northwest.5

			As much as ever, the realm’s safety depended upon naval superiority. During the Revolutionary War, control of the English Channel had been surrendered, sparking widespread fears of foreign invasion. Little wonder, with the looming prospect of peace, that the Admiralty, at the urging of England’s fledgling prime minister, William Pitt the Younger, set about rebuilding the fleet with an aggressive program of extensive repairs and new construction. Already the country’s largest industrial infrastructure, naval dockyards stretching from Deptford to Portsmouth resounded with newfound urgency. “The great naval preparations now making militate against every idea of peace,” observed the Reading Mercury in January 1783.6

			All the while, British warships plied the North Atlantic. With the Channel fleet guarding the homeland, frigates, prized for their speed, firepower, and maneuverability, played a pivotal role in projecting British power overseas—displaying the flag, keeping sea-lanes open, and escorting commercial convoys. First designed by the French in the late seventeenth century, frigates typically cruised the seas either alone, in pairs, or in small squadrons detached from battle fleets. Not uncommonly, they roamed out of signaling range from other vessels. Though smaller than line ships armed with “heavier metal,” they were the most glamorous vessels in the Royal Navy, famed for their aura of adventure as well as for their autonomy and sailing prowess. “Star captains” was how an English poet described the small number of officers fortunate enough to receive a command.7

			Adding to their allure was the prospect of prize money. Upon the capture of an enemy warship, merchantman, or privateer, everyone from the admiral of the fleet to the cabin boy, according to rank, reaped a portion of the spoils, with captains due a quarter share. In 1790, when war with Spain appeared imminent, a young officer, on hearing rumors of his posting to a frigate, immediately wrote his sister. Acknowledging the larger sums paid to captains of line-of-battle ships, he assured her, “If I can get her into the W’t Indies, I will make the Dons pay me the difference once or twice a month.”8

			Besides periodic patrols of home waters and routine repairs in royal shipyards, the Hermione spent long spells cruising the Caribbean. When spring yielded to summer, it was not unusual to find her farther north—safe from hurricanes—policing British fishing banks off Newfoundland. Even then, uncertain trade winds, fickle currents, and mercurial weather could render familiar seas hazardous. During a harrowing trip from Halifax, Nova Scotia, to Ireland in 1789, fierce storms, exhausted provisions, and the deaths of ten seamen forced the Hermione’s crew to take refuge in the Spanish port of Corunna. Sixteen bedraggled survivors were left to die in a hospital as the stricken vessel beat on for Ireland.9

			Only after extensive repairs at a cost in excess of £20,000 did the Hermione return to the West Indies three years later in a squadron of seven warships, arriving barely a month after the revolutionary government in Paris declared war against Britain on February 1, 1793. Tensions had mounted after French troops invaded the Austrian Netherlands, followed in January by shocking reports of the execution of King Louis XVI at the age of thirty-eight. Insofar as prospects for peace had grown bleak, the only surprise was that France, not Britain, first loosed the dogs of war.10

			Although the greatest part of the bloodletting during the First French Revolutionary War (1792–1797) occurred in Europe, the Caribbean, for the Pitt government, became a critical theater of operations. For all the hurricanes and earthquakes, the stifling summers, the perils of disease to say nothing of the Lilliputian size of most islands—their plantation economies afforded European powers immense troves of wealth. For Britain, the loss of Barbados or, worse, the much larger island of Jamaica would have been devastating. If anything, France’s colonies were dearer. Boasting eight thousand plantations, the French island of Saint Domingue (now Haiti) was the wealthiest colony in the Caribbean.11

			Equally important, with France deprived of naval bases, British sea power in the North Atlantic would again “rule the waves.” And with French troops on the march in Europe and much of the navy sidelined, the islands were all the more vulnerable to coastal raids and amphibious assaults. Hence the departure of a mammoth flotilla, months in the planning, in November 1793 under the seasoned command of Vice Admiral Sir John Jervis. Fitted out in Portsmouth and Cork, the expedition to the Caribbean comprised nearly one hundred warships and transports ferrying eight thousand unblooded troops tasked with bringing the French empire to its knees.12
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						Anonymous, View of Port Royal and Kingston Harbour in the Island of Jamaica, 1782 Credit 1

					

				

			

			Even before the fleet’s arrival that January, life aboard the Hermione had quickened. Along with squadrons stationed from Newfoundland to East India, the Royal Navy maintained two bases in the West Indies: Port Royal, on the southeastern coast of Jamaica, once a pirate haven reviled as the most wicked town in the West, and Carlisle Bay, home to Bridgetown, the capital of Barbados, from which the Hermione under Captain John Hills routinely departed to escort merchant convoys to safer waters. Come fall, however, the Hermione had joined a squadron from Jamaica in landing troops in western Saint Domingue. Soon afterward, a small inlet at Cape Saint Nicholas Mole, on the northwestern tip of the island where the sandy coastline gave way to mountains and lush forests, was seized from the French. On the same spot on December 6, 1492, Columbus had landed during his first expedition to the Americas. Although notorious for yellow fever, the sheltered bay gave the British a strategic anchorage in the Western Caribbean second only to Port Royal and Kingston.13

			In the months following Jervis’s arrival in early 1794, Port-au-Prince, the capital of Saint Domingue, lying to the south, was taken after the fall of Martinique, Saint Lucia, and Guadeloupe, like so many dominoes, to British forces in the Eastern Caribbean. For several hours, the Hermione, lying directly opposite the capital, traded volleys of cannon fire with a French shore battery. Then one of the ship’s main guns blew up, igniting a second explosion on the larboard (port) side of the forecastle. “We suffer’d very severely,” a young officer later wrote of the eleven casualties, including five seamen mortally wounded. Despite the British victory, the interior of Saint Domingue, in the early stages of a slave insurrection resulting in Haitian independence, remained an elusive prize. And by year’s end, in an abrupt reversal, heavy French reinforcements poured into the Caribbean, causing the British offensive to sputter.14

			The military, hobbled by indecision, struggled to retain hard-won terrain. The bill was steep. As the fighting ground on, massive numbers of troops and seamen perished, owing less to hostile fire than to the deadly triumvirate of yellow fever (“black vomit”), malaria (“ague”), and dysentery (“bloody flux”). “In the Hermione alone,” a junior officer attested, “we lost in three or four months, nearly half our crew; many from apparent good health, dying in a few hours.”15

			The Hermione persevered in the thick of the fighting, shelling and protecting ports from Saint Nicholas Mole to Cape Tiburon, at the southern tip of the island’s western coast. She also tacked to and fro in search of merchantmen and other easy prey. Black with white molding, the frigate cut a forbidding figure. Not only were the commercial ships of belligerent nations subject to seizure but also neutral craft suspected of trading with the enemy, including the vessels of American merchants who enjoyed a lucrative commerce with the French islands. Profiting from the spoils, British commanders interpreted their instructions liberally. Frigates became notorious in the United States for their depredations. To the deep chagrin of George Washington’s administration in Philadelphia, by March 1, 1794, no fewer than 250 American vessels had been commandeered, with the lion’s share ruled legitimate prizes by British Admiralty courts.16

			The Hermione garnered a princely portion of the plunder. By late 1793, she had already snagged four American ships laden with sugar, coffee, cotton, and provisions. More seizures followed, among them a Boston schooner taken at anchor off Saint Nicholas Mole while its captain, on shore, scrambled to sell its cargo of lumber. More lucrative, potentially, was the capture of the Rising Sun, a twenty-gun U.S. merchant ship thought to contain “a great quantity of money” belonging to the French commissary on Saint Domingue. To little effect, an American in Kingston howled, “The property of real American citizens are waisting by endless vexations, and her most invaluable treasure, the lives of her virtuous citizens, are daily closed by illegal detentions. Nothing can equal the contempt and derision wherewith we are treated.”17

			Worst was the impressment of American sailors on suspicion of being either deserters, British citizens, or both, an estimated ten thousand men during all of the French Wars (1793–1815). Desperate to man their warships, the British had grown exasperated by the loss of seamen to an expanding American merchant marine. In the mid-1790s, no vessel earned a blacker reputation in American eyes than the Hermione under Philip Wilkinson’s command. On July 4, 1795, she left Port-au-Prince for the remote outpost of Jérémie, 120 miles to the west. There, at anchor, lay twenty American ships, which members of the frigate’s crew methodically boarded. Before the day was out, they had laid hold of nearly seventy seamen, practically all claiming to be native-born Americans. Kept aboard the Hermione without food for the better part of two days, they refused to enlist in the Royal Navy. Although five sailors were returned for being “unfit to serve king or country,” the angry protests of American captains, unable to crew their vessels, went unheard. “The next thing we shall hear of this frigate, Hermione, perhaps,” warned a New Jersey newspaper, “[is that she is] on our coasts, annoying not only our allies, but plundering our own vessels.”18

			—

			ON THE TENTH OF FEBRUARY 1797, command of the Hermione fell to a twenty-eight-year-old naval lieutenant. Full-faced, with thin lips, a strong chin, and a broad nose, Hugh Pigot bore an impeccable pedigree. Not only did he descend from prominent stock—“one of the first families in England”—but Pigot was also a child of the service. A nephew of the Duchess of Grafton, he was born in Staffordshire, the second son of Admiral Hugh Pigot (1722–1792), whose naval career included service during the Seven Years’ War at both Louisbourg and Quebec. Although the admiral’s political proclivities had precluded a command for most of the Revolutionary War—landlocked instead at Patshull, his country seat in Staffordshire—the fall of Tory rule in March 1782 brought new opportunities for Whig stalwarts. In truth, Pigot senior had never commanded anything larger than an eighty-four-gun ship, nor had he been at sea for nineteen years. Still and all, owing to the generosity of the First Lord of the Admiralty in Whitehall, he obtained a plum appointment as commander in chief of naval forces stationed at Port Royal. That May, at the age of twelve, young Hugh accompanied his father as they departed Plymouth aboard the Jupiter, a fifty-gun two-decker under Captain Thomas Pasley bound for Jamaica. Scarcely a day passed before father and son, still finding their footing, succumbed to seasickness. Pasley fretted that the admiral, whom he deemed “good company,” was not up to his new post. The captain confided to his journal “fears when he comes to command so large a fleet: in that line he can have no experience, and from what I have seen, a change must be worked to cut a figure.”19
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						Francesco Bartolozzi et al., “Hugh Pigott,” 1802. One of thirty-four miniature portraits in Commemoration of the Victory of June 1st, 1794. Credit 2

					

				

			

			Although the arrival of peace hastened his father’s return to London, the boy stayed behind in the Caribbean, serving aboard four ships over the ensuing decade. Pigot’s youth was not unusual. Most frigate commanders entered the service between twelve and fourteen years of age. Some, before becoming midshipmen, underwent an apprenticeship of three years as a captain’s servant. Common, too, were family ties that powered officers’ careers. Bloodlines in the military, as in church and state, brought enormous benefits, particularly for sons with high-ranking fathers. During the French Wars, nearly a quarter of all officers came from naval families. There was a great deal of truth to Horatio Nelson’s observation that the “near relations of brother officers” were “legacies to the service.”20

			At the time of his lieutenant’s commission in 1790, Pigot served aboard the Colossus, a 1,716-ton guard ship stationed at Portsmouth, Britain’s largest and most important naval yard. By then, he was on his way to a promising career. Four years later, at age twenty-four, after postings in the Channel fleet and a brief stint as the commander of a fireship, he received his first warship, an eighteen-gun sloop named the Swan, anchored at Port Royal with a complement of eighty men. Almost from the start, however, there was trouble. Just two weeks after Pigot’s appointment, in the course of escorting a convoy, his impatience with the slow progress of the Canada, a West Indiaman, led to his firing a shot across her bow. Later that evening, the two vessels collided. The damage was modest, and the uproar passed quickly, though Pigot, in defending his conduct to London officials, heatedly denounced the “insolent and provocative language” of the Canada’s master. The young lieutenant was “strongly of opinion” that the merchantman had “purposely” run afoul of the Swan.21

			There is no knowing the true cause of the accident, but within four months, in September 1794, Pigot received command of the Success, a thirty-two-gun frigate twice the size of the Swan. His rise in rank owed much to the navy’s sudden need for fresh officers. The availability of frigate commands escalated sharply after the outbreak of war with France. From none in 1792, the number of new commands rose to thirty-one in 1793 and fifty-four in 1794, the year of Pigot’s posting. At no other time in the eighteenth century did opportunities for promotion expand so dramatically, with the consequence that the transition from lieutenant to captain averaged from seven to eight years. (Before the American Revolution, the interval had been twenty years.) Even so, Pigot at age twenty-five was exceptionally young for such a daunting assignment. Barely four years had elapsed since his commission, with fewer than four months in command of a warship. None of this would have been possible but for his father’s influence. Nor, despite his death in 1792, was the admiral’s older brother Sir Robert, a lieutenant general in the army, without connections.22

			Over the coming months, the Success performed the routine tasks of scouting enemy islands and escorting troop transports. She occasionally captured a prize, among them the Poisson Volant in October 1795, a French privateer with a crew of eighty-seven, off Jamaica’s northern coast. But the art of command did not come naturally to Pigot. Rather than affection, he was apt to inspire respect—or rather fear—in crew men. To enforce discipline, he relied heavily upon corporal punishment. Floggings were frequent, even by the standards of the Royal Navy, for which the cat-o’-nine-tails was the punishment of choice for petty offenses. Stripped to the waist, seamen were bound spread-eagled, often to the capstan, a revolving wooden drum with bars designed to be pushed by deckhands for winching ropes and cables. Made with a heavy rope handle, a “cat” had nine “tails,” cords roughly two feet in length, each bearing three small knots. Administered by a boatswain’s mate, a dozen lashes, normally the minimum, could inflict excruciating pain. In the event of open wounds, infection, even death, might ensue. Over a period of 49 weeks for which records exist during Pigot’s command of the Success, whose crew numbered between 160 and 170 men, he ordered as many as 85 floggings, with 7 men receiving 3 or more floggings apiece. The number of lashes over those 49 weeks totaled nearly 1,400, an average of 25 lashes inflicted each week. By contrast, aboard the Bounty, with a complement of 46 men, Captain William Bligh, famously vilified for cruelty, ordered a total of just 30 lashes during a voyage of roughly 44 weeks to Tahiti: 24 to a seaman for insolence and 6 to a second hand for neglect of duty.23
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						George Cruikshank, The Point of Honor, 1825 Credit 3

					

				

			

			According to American newspapers, Pigot also pressed United States citizens. To an American captain overtaken at sea, reported a witness in 1796, he vowed to conscript seven of his ten sailors. The captain protested that he would not be able to return home safely with just three seamen, prompting Pigot to press all ten, ranting, “You are yourself one of these damned rebels—go below!” That notoriety paled next to the debacle which erupted over the summer. The Mercury out of New York, captained by William Jessup, was one of several merchant vessels en route to Port-au-Prince escorted by the Success, pursuant to the terms of the Treaty of Amity, Commerce, and Navigation of 1794, which accorded protection by the Royal Navy to American merchant shipping. In the small hours of July 1, Jessup’s brig struck the frigate’s starboard beam dead-on, causing the Mercury’s jibboom to extend like a lance over the main deck. “Put your helm hard a’ starboard or you will be on board of us,” the master of the Success had shouted moments before impact. Remarkably, neither ship suffered serious damage. Jarred awake in his berth, Pigot was enraged. Amid the clamor on deck, he roared curses and instantly ordered the Mercury’s fore rigging cut away, along with a sail and “every thing” his crew “could lay their hands on.” Jessup pleaded “For God’s sake not to cut any more,” but it did no good. That was not the worst of it. Brought aboard the Success, the American captain was stripped to the waist and given twenty stripes with a rope. “Flog him well!” Pigot ordered a boatswain’s mate over the din.24

			No one could have predicted the consequences, but Captain Jessup’s painful humiliation set in motion a far-reaching train of events, beginning in the morning light with a formal complaint, upon the Mercury’s arrival in Port-au-Prince, to the American consul. With his assistance, Jessup penned a grievance to the capital’s ranking British officer that not only detailed his flogging but also blamed the Success for the collision. “Your petitioner,” he added, “made use of no offensive language whatever, nor any kind of resistance, but only begged they would have compassion on him.” Attached was a certificate signed by the consul and thirty-seven of the town’s “most respectable inhabitants” attesting to “the marks and lashing inflicted” on Jessup’s back.25

			And there, over the course of the summer, the petition languished. In the meantime, word of the incident prominently appeared by month’s end in American newspapers, which caught the eye of Robert Liston, the British minister to the United States. A well-traveled Scottish diplomat at fifty-five years of age, Liston had originally studied at Edinburgh for the ministry. Following his arrival in Philadelphia in March 1796, the new envoy had grown increasingly apprehensive about American grievances arising from the West Indies, particularly in light of French efforts to court U.S. support. In August, he informed William Wyndham, Lord Grenville, the British foreign secretary, of the “deep impression” that had been “made upon persons of all ranks” of the “outrage offered to Mr. William Jessup,” which, he reported, “has been published in every newspaper in the United States.” The Massachusetts doctor Nathaniel Ames entered in his diary: “Captain Jessup, flogged on board Pigot’s Frigate ’till he fainted, then vomited blood & just escaped with his life…so brutally shocking.” At stake for Americans was less the collision’s cause than the flogging of a fellow citizen, a sea captain no less, aboard a British ship. Better had he been shot, railed a contributor to the Gazette of the United States, than that “a high spirited, independent American” be “stripped and whipped like a thief.” One widely reprinted story used the occasion to denounce Pigot’s indiscriminate impressment of Americans, which he reportedly called “vexing the Yankees.”26

			Notified by Grenville, who had first informed the King, the Admiralty ordered a full review of the captain’s “outrageous and cruel behaviour.” En route to the Caribbean, the newly appointed commander in chief of the Jamaica station, Vice Admiral Sir Hyde Parker, fifty-eight years of age, was among the last to learn of the affair, finally arriving at Saint Nicholas Mole in late fall. Even so, the incident appeared at first to pose little more than a passing annoyance. The second son of a vice admiral dubbed “Old Vinegar,” Parker, a naval officer for forty years, had a sharp, pointed nose, protruding eyes, and prominent jowls. Renowned for his courage, he had been knighted for breaking a blockade under heavy fire during the occupation of New York City in 1776. No stranger to adversity, he had served in stations around the world with the loss of just one ship (in the midst of a hurricane off Cuba in 1780). In later years, he served in the Mediterranean and the Baltic. He was both patriotic and opportunistic.27
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						John Chapman, Admiral Sir Hyde Parker, 1796 Credit 4

					

				

			

			Apart from formulating and executing military strategy, coupled with overseeing the performance of men and ships at his station, Parker was charged with convening judicial inquiries and, if necessary, courts-martial. In the course of setting a court of inquiry for January 1797, he warmed to the embattled commander, owing in part to his family’s prominence, a quality shared by other favorites of the vice admiral. And unlike Robert Liston, Sir Hyde felt no sympathy for American complaints. Of efforts by U.S. envoys in Jamaica to locate impressed citizens, he was openly scornful, warning the Admiralty, “The squadron under my command will, by these evils, joined by sickness, be rendered wholly unserviceable.” Perhaps most important, Parker admired young Pigot’s aggressive temperament, as had his predecessor Vice Admiral Jervis. “A very promising officer and very spirited fellow,” noted Jervis. The commander in chief, after all, received one-eighth of the value of every prize, and Jamaica, according to the First Lord of the Admiralty, was “the most lucrative station in the service.” It was not entirely surprising, then, that Parker permitted Pigot to select the hearing’s witnesses or that, in the end, he would be lightly reprimanded for his transgression by a panel handpicked by Sir Hyde himself. In his testimony, Pigot reluctantly apologized for acting “in the heat of passion,” but he laid blame for the collision with the captain of the Mercury, a view strongly echoed by Parker and members of the court. In his report to the Admiralty, dated January 27, 1797, Parker trusted “that however unjustifiable [Captain Pigot’s] conduct may appear to their Lordships, they will be of the opinion with me, that it is proved to be far, very far, more favourable than what has been represented”—including, he pointedly stated, the allegations of “Mr. Liston.”28

			By a quirk of fate, the Success was due in a matter of weeks to accompany a commercial convoy to England. Clearly, the warship had enjoyed better days. Once at Portsmouth, she would be repaired and refitted top to bottom at a cost of more than £6,000. For Parker, however, the timing of Pigot’s departure was problematic. His arrival in England might result in a court-martial, conducted not in Port Royal but in Portsmouth. Inasmuch as no word had yet arrived from the Admiralty, his exoneration was not a foregone conclusion. Caught in a bind, the vice admiral was not one to dither. With breathtaking audacity, he abruptly ordered Pigot and Captain Wilkinson of HMS Hermione to exchange ships, notwithstanding the unsettling impact this could have upon their crews. In all respects but one—the Success’s disrepair—it was an even swap, with neither promotion nor punishment the purpose of the switch. Instead, Parker wished to shield his hot-tempered commander from Whitehall’s grasp. In retrospect, not only were his fears misplaced (the Admiralty dropped the inquiry), but Pigot would no doubt have benefited from an extended leave. He suggested as much in addressing the men aboard the Success: “I should be glad to go home as well as you.” Having served in the West Indies for nearly four years, he, like his warship, stood in need of repair. If Parker prized Pigot’s pugnacity as a frigate commander, he would—for the time being—be rewarded by this feat of legerdemain. If, as well, Parker hoped to protect his young protégé from harm, he badly erred. Worse was to come.29

			—

			PIPED ABOARD THE HERMIONE, Pigot paraded across a sun-washed deck past a column of marines, smartly attired in red jackets, to the continuous beating of a drum ruffle. Resplendent in a blue coat with gold braid, white breeches, and a cocked hat, he read aloud, from a parchment scroll, his commission from Vice Admiral Parker, after which the crew, in turn, let loose with three cheers. Lest there be any doubt, the commission instructed “all the officers and company” to “behave themselves jointly and severally” with “all due respect and obedience” to the captain.30

			Pigot inherited a complement of some 150 men, to which he added 23 crew members from the Success. Ordinarily, in switching ships, each frigate commander took his entire company with him. “I would wish to carry you along with me if you are agreeable,” Pigot had informed just twenty-six men invited to his cabin. Included were his cook, coxswain, and a boatswain’s mate, none of whom needed coaxing. Strange to say, despite soaring mortality rates and Pigot’s penchant for corporal punishment, only three of the twenty-six men opted to return to England, a likely testament to the prospect of prize money that was temporarily entangled in court proceedings. Additionally, by returning to England, crew members stood to forfeit future opportunities for gain. Plenty of men, if not all, appear to have shared Sir Hyde’s faith in Pigot’s promise. And for mariners who took omens to heart, the Hermione’s own good fortune may have heightened expectations of plunder.31

			According to the last surviving muster roll, dated July 7, 1797, members of the crew—men mostly in their twenties and early thirties—were strikingly multinational in their origins, a virtual Babel of unfamiliar accents and outlandish tongues. Barely half of those with known origins hailed from England, with a fifth from Ireland (north and south), and another fifth from elsewhere in Britain’s Atlantic empire, including the North American mainland, Scotland, and the Caribbean. At least twenty men appear to have been Americans, among them mariners from Charleston, Norfolk, Philadelphia, New York, and Nantucket. Upward of a dozen countries on the Continent furnished “tars,” from Scandinavia to the Iberian Peninsula. Two shipmates were identified as “Africans.” As on other naval vessels, local and regional identities accentuated divisions. Among Englishmen, provincial loyalties were deeply rooted. A sailor aboard a man-of-war wrote of encountering “Irish, Welsh, Dutch, Portuguese, Spanish, French, Swedish, Italian and all the provincial dialects which prevail between Lands End and John O’Groats,” a coastal village at the northern tip of Scotland. The Hermione’s company, like most, was at once cosmopolitan and narrowly parochial.32

			It is tempting to attribute the international cast of British crews in the late 1700s to the broad appeal of naval service. For laboring men of meager means leading a hand-to-mouth existence, the Royal Navy afforded regular employment, food and shelter, and the possibility of prize money. A young surgeon’s mate in 1790 likened a “ship of war” to “a refuge for the distressed” of both foreign and domestic origins. And while terms were shorter and wages higher aboard European merchantmen, the regimen on commercial vessels was more arduous owing to the smaller number of seamen. But the diversity of crews like the Hermione’s also reflected the navy’s voracious need for manpower—all the more because England so frequently found itself at war, in nearly two of every three years between 1739 and 1815. Beginning in 1793, conflict was virtually continuous, with a changing cast of adversaries in addition to France, Britain’s most tenacious foe.33

			Apart from enlisting volunteers, from unskilled tradesmen to runaway apprentices, conscription offered the most reliable, if least savory, remedy. Rights celebrated by British citizens invariably gave way to the pressing priority of naval supremacy. Even before the Norman Conquest in 1066, English monarchs had required ports to supply ships and seamen. With the royal prerogative buttressed by parliamentary law, “impressment” (rooted chiefly in the Latin word 
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