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			I wish to have no connection with any ship that does not sail fast; for I intend to go in harm’s way.

			—JOHN PAUL JONES
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			CHAPTER ONE

			“REBELLIOUS FANATICKS”

			What can we do—if united? We only want a navy to give law to the world, and we have it in our power to get it.

			—MAJOR ADAM STEPHENS TO RICHARD HENRY LEE, 17751

			To begin with, they paid hardly any taxes.

			But it was not the amount that angered these New Englanders. It was the idea of the tax itself; the act of a governing body demanding revenue from fellow countrymen who, because they lived an ocean away, did not possess the right to be represented among the lawmakers who levied the tax.

			At dusk on Thursday, December 16, 1773, dozens of them stood along Griffin’s Wharf in Boston, huddled together against the wind and rain, a band of men and boys handpicked by Samuel Adams and the other leaders of the Sons of Liberty, a society of patriots united in their resistance to the policies of King George III and Parliament. The gang at the wharf ranged in notoriety from the well-known silversmith and sometime propagandist Paul Revere to fifteen-year-old Joshua Wyeth, a blacksmith’s apprentice. Most of them were dressed as Indians, wrapped in blankets and carrying hatchets. Their faces had been smudged with burnt cork by Mrs. James Bruce, whose husband was one of the ringleaders.2

			Some blocks away at Milk and Cornhill Streets, inside Old South Church, the most vocal faction of the town’s resistance to British taxation took turns addressing a crowd that filled the pews, packed the aisles, and spilled outside into the streets. Old South was a perfect venue for such a revolutionary meeting; one of its earlier members, Samuel Sewall, was among the first Americans that railed against the practice of slavery and later advocated women’s rights.

			For weeks, American ports had been abuzz over the latest affront from Parliament: a tax on tea. For ten years, Parliament had passed a series of taxes levied at the American colonies as part of its efforts to pay for the defense of the colonies. Each measure, from the Sugar Act and the Stamp Act through the Towns- hend Acts, was aimed at paying down this debt, and each one was vehemently resisted by many colonists. They were led by the merchants, who viewed any tax, even those ordained to pay for the victory over their French and Indian enemies, as an attack on their rights—or lack of them—by the Crown. Their resistance consistently bore fruit, for measure after measure was repealed.

			But the Tea Act was naked in its lack of any connection to colonial self-interest. Its purpose was to bolster the sagging fortunes of the East India Company, a pillar of the British economy whose stock had recently plummeted from £280 to £160 per share. Deeming “John Company” as too big to fail, Parliament, in passing the Tea Act, hoped to give it a virtual monopoly on the most popular drink in the British Empire. The East India Company could undersell everyone, including American merchants who smuggled the profitable leaves outright.3

			Those colonial merchants designated as agents of the East India Company anticipated a financial windfall, but quickly discovered that their appointments were more curse than blessing. Once news reached America of this latest tax, resistance quickly spread, growing from outcry to physical intimidation, especially when the ships bearing the tea—many of them owned by the agents themselves—entered port roadsteads from Boston to Charleston. By December news reached Massachusetts of the broadside delivered to Delaware River pilots, signed by “the Committee for Tarring and Feathering” and informing them of what awaited anyone who dared bring a tea ship into Philadelphia. One captain named Ayres did sail his ship, the Polly, into port, and was soon brought to the State House (later known as Independence Hall) by a crowd of hundreds while the “committee” got their tar ready. After Ayres assured one and all that he would sail back to England with the next tide, they joyfully dispersed. Among them was John Barry, a young merchant captain who, at six feet four, was easy to spot. He went home that evening to regale his wife with the most recent events. The next morning he stood downriver aboard his merchantman, bound for the island of St. Eustatius, the Polly sailing just ahead.4

			Thus inspired, the speakers at Old South had made their plans days before they took turns at the pulpit on this dreary afternoon.

			Word of Philadelphia’s planned tea party also reached the home of the Massachusetts governor, Thomas Hutchinson, whose two sons were among the agents awaiting tea shipments. Tension mounted daily as, one by one, the merchantmen, loaded down with hundreds of chests full of tea, made their way up the King’s Roadstead to Boston harbor. The first ship, the Dartmouth, dropped anchor on November 17, followed by the Eleanor and the Beaver. By law, no cargo could be unloaded for thirty days. If the Sons of Liberty were to act, they had until tonight to do so—hence this meeting inside Old South Church.

			Throughout the late afternoon, speakers urged Bostonians to stand united in opposition to Crown policy. Their oratory was a delaying action. Earlier, the Sons of Liberty sent the Dartmouth’s owner, Francis Rotch, to see Governor Hutchinson with a request to let the ship depart unloaded, and thus defuse the situation. Everyone in the church awaited Rotch’s arrival and word of Hutchinson’s decision.

			Shortly after six o’clock Rotch entered the church, jostling his way through the throng until he reached the altar railing, where he told Sam Adams of Hutchinson’s verdict: the Dartmouth would remain in port, to be unloaded in the morning.

			As everyone hushed, Adams again ascended the pulpit. Gazing over the crowd, in a clear, ringing voice, he said, “This meeting can do nothing more to save the country.” The sentence, simply read, smacks of hyperbole, but it was not overblown oratory: it was a prearranged signal. Once he uttered the words, the shrill cry of a boatswain’s (bosun’s) whistle blew outside, calling the “Indians” at Griffin’s Wharf to action.

			The rain was tapering off as they manned three longboats, each assigned a commander and a bosun. Following orders from Adams and Revere, the men rowed to their designated ship, scrambled over the sides, and went to work with surety and speed. Carrying lanterns, several went below to the ship’s hold. With block and tackle, they brought the tea chests on deck, where their comrades attacked them with hatchets. Then the tea was poured overboard, followed by the empty chests. One of the hoists snapped violently and a chest struck one of the men, a carpenter, upside his head. His companions, believing him dead, rowed him to shore.

			At first, the tea leaves lapped against the hulls. But the tide was so low that, as the tea piled higher and higher, it began to spill over the gunwales. Sweeping it back as best they could, the “Indians” kept at their task until each chest was destroyed. Soon more than 90,000 pounds of tea floated in Boston harbor. By this time most of the Old South crowd had made their way down Mill Street to the docks, joyfully watching their fellow New Englanders at work.5

			Not all of the witnesses were amused. From a nearby house, Admiral James Montagu watched helplessly, later reporting to the British Admiralty that any intervention by his men to stop this destruction would have “endangered the Lives of innocent People.”6

			Two hours after the fake Indians boarded the ships, those “brave and resolute men,” as the Boston Gazette called them, finished their work. Years later, Joshua Wyeth (whose descendants include three generations of distinguished American painters) would chuckle about “making so large a cup of tea for the fishes.” As the tide rose it carried the tea from one end of the harbor to the other. The following morning, Montagu asked onlookers rhetorically, “Who is to pay the fiddler now?” and later informed the Admiralty that “the Devil is in this people.”7

			In the ensuing months other cities followed the example of Boston and Philadelphia, holding tea parties from New York to Charleston. In Annapolis, a mob forced agents to use the tea chests as kindling to burn the Peggy Stewart. In Charleston, demonstrators led by Christopher Gadsden, a former Royal Navy officer, escorted the agents aboard ship, handed them hatchets, and oversaw the pouring of tea leaves as “an oblation to Neptune.” Leave it to southerners to have owners destroy their own property, an eighteenth-century reversal of the time-honored tourist trap warning You bought it, you break it . . . and burn it for good measure.8

			The participants in the tea parties were an odd mix of backgrounds and vocations. They were doctors, lawyers, and merchants; politicians, carpenters, and laborers. A great number of them were sailors.

			That, as we shall see, was only fitting.

			One Bostonian did not partake in his town’s revelry but was nevertheless so captivated that he called it “the most magnificent Moment of all.” By 1773 John Adams was well-known as a lawyer consumed with the pursuit of justice, regardless of partisanship. In 1769, he was the hero of the hour after successfully defending several American sailors for slaying a British naval officer whose press gang boarded their ship looking for “recruits” to pad his muster rolls. One year later, Adams was villainy personified—at least to his cousin Sam’s followers—when his skillful defense won acquittal for the “Lobsterbacks” who killed five members of a mob in what was immediately called the Boston Massacre.9

			By the spring of 1775, much had changed for John Adams, just as much had changed for the thirteen colonies. The increasing hard-heartedness of king and Parliament, culminating in the closing of the port of Boston until every tea leaf tossed in the harbor was paid for, succeeded in radicalizing Adams and thousands of other colonists. Adams was now making his second pilgrimage to Philadelphia, to act as a delegate from Massachusetts to the second Continental Congress, just as he had served in the first. The lawyer who had championed reason while abhorring his cousin’s less dignified approach now led the open opposition to George III and his latest prime minister, Frederick, Lord North. Adams saw his personal rebellion as an extension of his devotion to justice. For him, these times were an “age of trial,” and he was determined to play a part regardless of the financial and emotional cost to both himself and his family.10 The world had not yet turned upside down, but Adams’s life certainly had.

			When he arrived in Philadelphia for the first Congress, he was fascinated by the largest city of the colonies, home to 30,000 souls. A century earlier, William Penn designed the city as a giant grid, each even, spacious, squared-off street a replica of the ones adjoining it. The redbrick houses of the rich frequently stood within a few feet of the modest homes of fellow Philadelphians—artisans, shopkeepers, printers, and the booming merchant class, whose work ethic was visible to all—aspiring to join them in wealth and position. Rich merchants and their wives, dressed in colorful clothes, presented a marked contrast to the dull black or gray cloth suits of the Quakers.11

			It was a bustling city. There were churches of every denomination and taverns for every taste. The waterfront hummed with the sounds of windlasses and stevedores weighed down with cargo from and for ships of all sizes. Blocks away, wagon after wagon carried fresh food along High Street, known to all as Market. Printing presses turned out more newspapers than were in London. Philadelphia was noisy and filthy, and reeking from the permeating stench of a tannery behind Carpenters’ Hall, the small jewel of a building off Chestnut Street that hosted the first Continental Congress in 1774. The city offered its distinguished visitors everything from the intellectual pursuits of the American Philosophical Society, created by Benjamin Franklin, to the new hospital on the outskirts of town (also founded by Franklin), where Adams discovered a former client locked in the “lunatick” ward. Other delegates found Philadelphia disconcerting. Adams admired it.12

			He was not so complimentary of the first Congress. After spending the fall of 1774 debating their proposals, Adams was “wearied to death.” New Englanders in particular sought decisive measures against the Crown, but as this session of Congress neared adjournment, the calmer and more conservative members held the upper hand. When Paul Revere galloped into Philadelphia with news that citizens of Suffolk County, Massachusetts, had issued a set of resolves declaring “no obedience” to the latest acts of Parliament, Adams and the other firebrands passed a series of economic sanctions against England. No goods would be imported from the British Isles and her West Indies territories after December 1. Beginning May 1, 1775, no goods would be exported from the colonies to the mother country.13

			In late spring, congressmen began returning to Philadelphia. Weeks earlier, when news reached Adams at his Braintree farm that Minutemen and Redcoats had murdered one another at nearby Lexington and Concord, he rode out to see the carnage firsthand. Talk of rebellion had become rebellion; threats of bloodshed were now a terrible reality.

			Adams soon departed for Philadelphia. Earlier he had written, “We have not men fit for the times.” The first Congress left him skeptical about his colleagues and their collective willingness to find common ground and unify. With each mile of his journey, he carried the knowledge that he had left his wife and children without an income and within reach of the British, too. That truth never left his mind. In fact, it would stoke each proposal he made. Francis Bacon called one’s family “hostages to fortune” in wartime. Adams understood that all too well.14

			Most of the delegates were returnees, though there were three notable exceptions. The diminutive John Hancock was now a member of the Massachusetts delegation. Well-known as he was for his patriotic zeal, he also suffered from the ignominious nickname “king of smugglers” for his success as a businessman and the enmity he aroused from British authorities for his political views. Virginia’s representatives now included a young red-haired lawyer, Thomas Jefferson, so silent during the sessions that he was conspicuous only for his height.

			And the most famous American in the world, Benjamin Franklin, had returned home to Philadelphia after years of serving in England as Pennsylvania’s agent. When his involvement in some backroom intrigue over the political impasse in Massachusetts became public knowledge, Franklin was summoned to “the cockpit,” the well of Parliament’s chamber, where he was berated, mocked, and threatened by its members. Franklin subsequently sailed home to Philadelphia and arrived on May 6, greeted as one onlooker recalled, “to the satisfaction of friends and the lovers of Liberty.”15

			Adams found Philadelphia caught up with martial fervor. News of Lexington and Concord reached Philadelphia on April 23, St. George’s Day, where a party of notable Philadelphians was celebrating the birthday of the king’s namesake at the City Tavern. The renowned merchant Robert Morris was raising his glass to toast George III when a rider burst through the door with the news. As the celebrants scrambled outside, overturning tables and chairs, Morris, now alone in the room, toasted the Massachusetts rebels, and drained his glass. From that day forward, Penn’s peaceful city took on a martial aura: sounds of fife and drum wafted through the streets while various regiments and militia, organized by politician and well-endowed private citizen alike, drilled before the State House on Fifth and Chestnut Streets.16

			Congress had a new venue, having moved from Carpenters’ Hall to the more spacious State House. Its block-long redbrick walls and six-story bell tower dominated the Philadelphia landscape. Two Philadelphians had submitted plans for its design in 1732. The winning draft came from the hand of attorney Andrew Hamilton, who successfully defended New York newspaperman Peter Zenger against an accusation of libeling the royal governor. The loser was the designer of Christ Church, Dr. John Kearsley, whose nephew would be arrested for treason shortly after Congress learned of his plan to raise an army of 5,000 Loyalists to keep Philadelphia in Tory hands.17

			Adams and his colleagues set up shop in the Assembly Room on the first floor, where the high, broad windows, spaced between the gray-painted walls, were open to the spring breezes. Each colony’s representatives sat on round-backed chairs at tables covered with green cloth that added a touch of somberness to a room that was 40 feet, 4 inches long and 38 feet, 6 inches wide, about one-third the length of a frigate and just slightly wider than her beam.18

			For the next six months, in this room, ninety miles from the Atlantic Ocean, John Adams—whose only sailing experience had been a fishing trip near Cohasset Rocks, fifteen miles off Boston—would serve as midwife in the birth of the first American navy.19

			The Second Continental Congress moved slowly. Dispatches from the colonies, particularly those from the New England army that now had Gage’s forces penned in Boston, were devoured and debated, if not always acted upon. In a move to unify the southern delegates with their northern colleagues, John Adams nominated Virginian George Washington to take command of the newly christened American Continental Army facing Boston. Working relationships were established with each colony’s government—that is, those represented by American politicians who were unfettered by Crown loyalty.

			Ironically, two giant issues were rarely mentioned. Independence from Great Britain was one. An American navy was the other. Those representatives who yearned, openly or privately, for reconciliation with the Crown viewed the creation of the latter as guaranteeing the former. The colonies they called home began in New York and ran south to Georgia; the war had yet to visit their territory. As far as the New England delegations were concerned, sentiments for reconciliation had long since vanished.

			That summer, John Adams proposed the idea of an American navy. In Christopher Gadsden, he found a willing ally among the reluctant southerners. Gadsden believed the British fleet stationed off the coast “is not so formidable to America as we fear.” Further, Adams recounted to his fellow New Englander Elbridge Gerry that Gadsden believed

			We can easily take their Sloops, schooners, and Cutters, on board of whom are all their best Seamen, and with these We can easily take their large Ships, on board of whom are all their impress’d and discontented Men [who] would certainly kill their own officers.

			Adams concurred: “It is a different Thing, to fight the French or Spaniards from what it is to fight british Americans,” he wrote, and was as hopeful as his new friend Gadsden that “We may get a Fleet of our own.”20 The conservative bloc in Congress, led by Pennsylvanian John Dickinson, dismissed the idea out of hand. Dickinson engineered a peace feeler to George III, known as “the Olive Branch Petition.” A bitter Adams wrote his friend James Warren, whose brother Joseph—Adams’s friend and physician—had recently been killed at Bunker Hill:

			We ought to have had in our Hands a month ago the whole Legislative, executive and judicial of the whole Continent . . . to have raised a naval Power, and opened our Ports wide; to have arrested every Friend to Government on the Continent and held them as Hostages for the poor victims in Boston, and then opened the Door as wide as possible for Peace and Reconciliation.21

			In his letter Adams called Dickinson “a piddling genius.” He believed this epithet would be kept in confidence, only to find his letter intercepted by the British, whose gleeful publishing of it in Loyalist newspapers caused Adams embarrassment and provoked enmity from the more peaceable members of Congress.22 Dickinson’s faction did throw a bone to the war hawks in Congress, approving a resolution that each colony “at their own expence” purchase or build enough vessels “for the protection of their harbours and navigation on their sea coasts” from the Royal Navy.23 Congress adjourned until September.

			The fates, or at least events, were kinder to Adams’s cause. When Congress reconvened that fall, he found new allies and foes. Back in Boston, he had one man serve him in both capacities: Vice Admiral Samuel Graves.

			Graves was the senior British naval officer in America. At sixty-two, he was still a formidable presence on deck or in a salon, with a lifetime of action at sea behind him. By appearance and experience, he seemed every bit the perfect warrior to end this uprising. That was certainly his goal after Lexington and Concord; afterwards, he informed the Admiralty that his ships kept the rebels “in awe” while assuring the Lords of “heartily co-operating” with General Gage and “giving him every assistance in my power.”24

			But Graves’s strong words were not followed by strong actions. No sooner had those Redcoats retreating from Concord returned to Boston than Yankee sailors, not wanting to be left out of the action, manned dozen of whaleboats and struck out for the islands around Boston. With their innate knowledge of tides, currents, and shoals, they went on a binge of destruction, burning lighthouses and hay bales and seizing livestock to keep the food-on-the-hoof out of reach of British foraging parties. Graves sent out longboats in pursuit, but they were easily outdistanced by the lighter, swifter whaleboats. By mid-May such unpunished activity had Graves feeling like Gulliver, bound by Lilliputians, especially when he learned that “it is forbidden under pain of death by the Rebels” to supply British forces. When asked by the royal governor of Virginia—John Murray, Lord Dunmore—for naval support, Graves initially refused; as “a numerous and well appointed [rebel] Army is assembled which without the protection of the Kings Ships can utterly destroy this Town and the Troops pent up in it.”25

			The actions of Graves’s captains towards the colonists did little to win them over to the British side. “The depredations of the once formidable navy of Britain [are] now degraded to a level with the corsairs of Barbary,” James Warren’s wife, Mercy, wrote John Adams, although not all of their “pirattically plundering” went unanswered. British captain John Linzee took his sloop, the Falcon, into Buzzard’s Bay below Cape Cod and seized a timber ship, her hold full of ballast. When her captain informed Linzee that a merchantman laden with West Indies goods was heading that way, Linzee set off in pursuit, capturing her as well. He soon learned that New Bedford sailors were as feisty as their Boston counterparts; they fitted out a sloop, chased the “royal pirates,” and recaptured both of Linzee’s prizes, sending him back to Boston empty-handed.26

			But it was off the coast of Maine—then the eastern district of Massachusetts—where American sailors emulated the Minutemen of Lexington and Concord. Ichabod Jones, a Loyalist businessman admired by Graves for having “exerted himself in Supplying this Garrison” of Redcoats, proposed an expedition from Boston north to Machias, where its “New Settlers” had just survived a horrific winter. Jones offered to bring supplies to this coastland outpost, situated between New Brunswick and Mount Desert Island. With Graves’s blessing, he took two timber ships, the Unity and the Polly, carrying twenty barrels each of pork and flour to be exchanged for Machias lumber. To guarantee the mission’s success, Graves sent along a consort, the armed schooner Margaretta, under command of a young midshipman named James Moore. Jones saw the venture as a win-win-win: food for the Machias settlers, lumber for the Royal Navy, and a handsome profit for himself. He set sail in May and arrived on June 2.27

			Jones’s plans of success did not go immediately awry when his ship anchored off Machias that evening. After a good night’s sleep, he went ashore to find the settlers neither glad to see him nor simpatico with his Tory mission. Weeks earlier, when news of Lexington and Concord had reached Machias, it was not received so much as embraced. Walking into town, Jones spied a “liberty pole” in the public square, a flagstaff topped by a replica of the Phrygian cap worn by freemen in ancient Rome, and erected by the local Sons of Liberty as a symbol of local sympathies. From the start, negotiations between Jones and the townsfolk were acrimonious, but after a bitter debate, his offer of goods for wood was put to a vote. The result barely went his way.28

			His victory did not put Jones in a magnanimous mood. He brought the Unity and Polly to the wharf and began distributing the foodstuffs and goods only to residents who voted for his proposal. Then the “aggrieved party,” as one eyewitness reported, “determined to take Capt. Jones [and] put a final stop to his supplying the King’s troops with any thing.” A chosen band of kidnappers attempted to seize Jones at the church service, but he and Midshipman Moore were alerted by the minister’s servant. They escaped through a side window and fled into the woods. Once back aboard his ship Moore, already seething at the sight of the liberty pole, raised his sovereign’s colors, letting it be known that “if the people presumed to stop Capt. Jones’ vessels, he would burn the Town.”29

			The villagers called Moore’s bluff. Some seized the Unity and “went directly to stripping the sloop,” while others attacked the Polly, manned her guns, and began firing on the Margaretta. Moore sailed his schooner downriver. At dusk, he saw a fleet of rowboats and canoes approaching. Once “within hail of the ship,” Moore seized his speaking trumpet, demanding to know what they wanted. They wanted Jones. Moore refused. The men of Machias raised their muskets and pistols. “Fire and be damn’d,” he roared. “Brisk fire from the [Margaretta’s] Swivels” sent the Americans hurriedly rowing out of range.30

			At sunrise Moore could make out the Unity and Polly, manned to the gunwales with armed rebels. Determining that discretion was the order of the moment—if not, as we shall see, the day—Moore sailed the Margaretta to the harbor’s entrance. As the ship came about, her boom and gaff were carried away. Moore now sent his crippled ship over to a sloop in the harbor, a neutral observer of the fray. British tars boarded her and confiscated two spars to replace their damaged ones, while the Americans changed course and made straight for the Margaretta.

			As the Americans got closer and closer to the schooner, it occurred to them that they had not appointed a leader. While some maintained their course and others constructed makeshift breastworks from the timber in the ships’ holds, they chose Jeremiah O’Brien, whose five brothers were also among the attacking force. Once they got close enough to the Margaretta, O’Brien ordered the British to “strike to the Sons of Liberty.”

			Moore had eyes; he could see his position was hopeless. But whether he was overcome by anger or devotion to king and country, he “luffed the Vessel too [sic]” and brought her into the wind, unleashing as strong a broadside as swivels, muskets, and pistols could fire. His men “threw some Hand grenades” at the Americans for good measure, while O’Brien sent his two ships on either side of the Margaretta. “At that instant,” Moore’s pilot later recalled, “Mr. Moore received two Balls, one in his right Breast, the other in his Belly.” When the smoke cleared, nine British tars and fourteen Americans had been killed or wounded. The Margaretta struck her colors, the first British ship to surrender to Americans.

			Fatally wounded, Moore was transported back to Machias, unrepentant of his decision to fight. Shortly after gasping that “he preferred Death before yielding to such a sett of Villains,” he died. The exultant townspeople rewarded O’Brien with command of the Unity, armed her with the Margaretta’s guns, and renamed her the Machias Liberty. “The naval Lexington,” as historian Nathan Miller called it, had been fought and won.31

			While O’Brien was still flush with success, another opportunity for twisting the British lion’s tail dropped into his lap, or at least into the harbor. The schooner Diligent and the tender Tattamagouche were sent there not for revenge but to take soundings of the harbor for accurate chart making. O’Brien seized both without firing a shot. The small village of Machias now had something Congress did not—a navy.32

			Farther south, General George Washington had arrived on July 2 to assume command of the rebel army that encircled Boston by land. “A good Soldier and a Man of sence,” one official recalled, while Abigail Adams wrote her husband how “the Gentleman and Soldier look agreeably blended in him.” As always, Washington had made a nearly universal good first impression, with the exception of one sentry who wrote, “Nothing happening extroderly” that day.33

			But Washington’s implacable countenance concealed deep anxieties over his new command. The army ranged from trained Rhode Islanders under the magnetic Nathanael Greene to undisciplined locals known as “the 8 month army” for their term of enlistment. Their only semblance of professionalism was found in John Glover’s 21st Massachusetts Regiment from Marblehead, almost all of them sailors with a lifetime of practice in obeying and understanding orders. But Washington’s real problem was not manpower as much as it was supplies, especially gunpowder.34

			What made this crisis more vexing for Washington was what he saw through his spyglass: British transports arriving in Boston harbor, with half barrel after half barrel of gunpowder unloaded among the other supplies for Gage’s Redcoats. Washington dispatched countless appeals to Congress, asking that each colony send him what he could “only lament the want of.” For the rest of the summer he awaited overland caravans of the precious necessity, or at least the hope of word of any imminent arrivals. Meager supplies of it drifted in. He bore the lack of gunpowder stoically, but when Franklin related the novel, money-saving idea of replacing muskets with bows and arrows, Washington must have been torn between rolling his eyes heavenward or sheer frustration: it did not seem likely that Gage would agree to a battle for Boston using the weapons of Crécy and Agincourt.35

			From his first day in camp, Washington insisted that American resistance be conducted on land and land only. When the Massachusetts Congress approved a mission sending the Machias “fleet” to raid Nova Scotia, he vociferously objected; while he applauded the sailors’ “Spirit and Zeal,” he cited everything from “our Weakness and the Enemy’s Strength at Sea” to his main argument: “Our Situation as to Ammunition absolutely forbids our Sending a Single Ounce [of powder] out of the Camp at present.” But by September he changed his mind. Seeing that the answer to his problem was encamped alongside him, Washington turned to Glover and his “Webfoots.”36

			Before the war, Glover was a successful merchant who had a reputation as a rum trader with his own schooner, the Hannah, named for his wife. He fought in the French and Indian War. Since the Stamp Act he had been a leader in resistance to Crown policies; after Lexington and Concord he organized the Marblehead Regiment, comprising the coastal town’s sailors and fishermen. He had a broad forehead, wide-set eyes, and a rounded, firm chin. Glover, his men, and his ship were the obvious choice for Washington to start his own navy.37

			The cautious Washington did not buy the Hannah. He rented her for “ONE Dollar pr. Ton pr. Month.” Glover picked officers and a crew from his Webfooters and placed Nicholas Broughton, an experienced merchant captain, in charge. Washington gave Broughton page after page of explicit orders: to “Cruise against such Vessels as may be found on the High Seas” carrying “Soldiers, Arms, Ammunition, or Provisions,” to treat any prisoners “with Kindness and Humanity,” and “to avoid any Engagement with any armed Vessel of the Enemy.” And, last but not least, “to be extremely careful and frugal with your Ammunition” and “by no Means to waste any of it in Salutes.”38

			The Hannah was refitted as best as possible for wartime service, her bulwarks pierced for four 6-pounders. She sailed out of Gloucester under perfect conditions on September 5, flying a flag at her masthead with the words “Appeal to Heaven.” Among her crew was Glover’s son, John Junior. By late afternoon Broughton encountered the enemy, “two ships of War [that] gave me Chace.” Over the next twenty-four hours the cruisers pursed the Hannah. Using his knowledge of the waters and shoals, Broughton eluded them. His first two attempts at leaving Gloucester were thwarted, but he finally slipped out at sunset and headed south.39

			The next morning Broughton saw a ship under the Hannah’s lee quarter—the ship’s side away from the wind. Finding her a ship of no force, Broughton pursued her, hailing her once she came within range of his guns. She was the Unity, bound for Boston, her hold full of supplies for Gage’s army (not the Unity from Machias). The Hannah escorted her back to Gloucester. Broughton and his crew were ecstatic. They could feel the prize money Washington promised jingling in their pockets.

			But their joy was short-lived; days earlier, the Unity had been taken by the British as a prize and hastily put into the king’s service. She was the property of New Hampshire congressman John Langdon. Once the ship was in port, Washington ordered her returned to Langdon. The Hannah’s crew, in a state of rebellion against the British, now rebelled against their general. Three dozen of them mutinied, forcing Washington to send troops to Gloucester with orders to bring them back to camp, where he intended “to bestow a different kind of reward for their behavior.” A court-martial convicted them and sentenced them to the lash. Just before the sentence was to be carried out, Washington changed his mind: only the ringleader was flogged.

			With just one ship, Washington had started an unofficial American navy, settled a dispute with a congressman, and quelled a mutiny that provided him an opportunity to administer both discipline and mercy. That said, it was one instance where Washington might have, on the whole, wished he was back in Philadelphia.40

			While he would later complain about “rascally privateersmen,” Washington nevertheless sought more ships to be armed and manned by soldiers in an effort to seize powder and supplies for his needy army. Over the next three months, the Hannah was joined by other schooners, manned by other “Webfooters,” their actions giving the general an equal amount of success and exasperation.41

			They also brought apoplexy to Vice Admiral Graves. In truth, the admiral lacked sufficient ships for his needs. He had twenty-four at the outbreak of hostilities, with a coastline from Canada to Florida to cover. That summer he was criticized both to his face and behind his back for his lack of action against Machias and Falmouth, where Henry Mowat, commander of the ship Canceaux, was captured by rebels shortly after being warmly received by the town Loyalists. Mowat escaped. From Boston, Major General John Burgoyne complained to Lord George Germain in London, “What is the Admiral doing?” He provided the answer in the next sentence: “I can only say what he is not doing.”42

			As summer ended, Graves decided to answer the American rebels in the harshest terms possible. Soon he and they would discover that the Royal Navy had just the right officers for such dirty work.43

			By the time Broughton captured the Unity, Congressman Langdon was back in Philadelphia and Congress was back in session after a monthlong hiatus. There was much to do, and its members were beginning to discover they possessed powers that had been utterly beyond their comprehension just weeks earlier. They issued two million dollars in credit to run affairs; they began direct negotiations with the Native American tribes; they established a postal service. Delegates were now lawmakers.44

			As a humid Philadelphia summer rolled into a cooler-than-usual autumn, John Adams returned to his favorite topic: an American navy. Events in their backyards—and along their coastline—continued to move the New England faction further towards an out-and-out break with Great Britain, and Adams began to personalize his arguments. He had every reason to. Letters from his wife, Abigail, contained thorough reports on the latest military actions around Boston. Adams had sent his family to their farm in Braintree, twelve miles outside of the city limits but along the main road into the town. From there, his wife told how she and their young children had American

			Soldiers comeing in for lodging, for Breakfast, for Supper, for Drink . . . refugees from Boston tierd and fatigued, seek an assilum for a Day or Night, a week—you can hardly imagine how we live.45

			The Adams family first heard and then witnessed the Battle of Bunker Hill from Braintree, later giving water to the beaten, exhausted, and wounded New Englanders as they limped past the farm. When a British man-of-war anchored nearby, Abigail wrote her husband how “it occurred an alarm in this Town and we were up all night.” Most delegates learned of the fighting around Boston through official dispatches. Adams read firsthand reports from an eyewitness, the mother of his children, and it fueled his desire for an escalation of all things military. He had lost his first battle to create a navy, but with his family in mind as much as his beloved Massachusetts, the landlubber lawyer made a new case for maritime armament that October.46

			Adams also found in Congress both a formidable ally and a fearsome antagonist, each with a physical presence that dwarfed his own, and practically everyone else’s: Stephen Hopkins of Rhode Island and Samuel Chase of Maryland.

			Hopkins came from a prominent Quaker family from Providence. He did not tie his hair back—it hung alongside his broad, open face. He was as bulky as he was tall, and always wore clothes of gray broadcloth and a felt hat that were positively drab compared to the clothing worn by his congressional colleagues, especially the youngest, Edward Rutledge of South Carolina, whose colorful dress Adams compared to a peacock. At sixty-eight, with a long political career behind him, Hopkins was senior to every delegate but Franklin. He had served as both governor and chief justice of Rhode Island and was an ardent abolitionist, although one younger brother, Esek, still dabbled in the slave trade.

			Samuel Chase always believed himself to be the better man in any confrontation. He, too, cut an intimidating figure. Standing over six feet, he threw his weight around along with his words. A lawyer, he possessed a vicious tongue, and he relished using it. Chase was an ardent patriot; ten years earlier, during the Stamp Act controversy, he had admittedly burned both the stamps and their agent—the latter, fortunately, in effigy.47

			Thus far, the greater Boston area had borne the brunt of British army operations, but no colony’s coastline had witnessed more depredations by the Royal Navy than Rhode Island, and for good reason. Rhode Islanders had tried to start the Revolution three years before Lexington and Concord. On June 10, 1772, a British schooner, the Gaspee, was in chase of a packet suspected of smuggling. The Rhode Islanders made for the shoals of Narragansett Bay, where the pursuing Gaspee ran aground. That night, men from Providence, led by Abraham Whipple, attacked the British crew, shot their commander, ransacked the Gaspee, and set her afire. Minutes later, she blew up.48

			Parliament offered a £1,000 reward for the leader of this outrage against the Crown, but no Rhode Islander was greedy enough—or fool enough—to turn in the popular Whipple. It would be two years before retribution was exacted, coming from His Majesty’s frigate Rose and her captain, James Wallace.

			Years before Banastre Tarleton and Walter Butler personified British villainy, James Wallace set the mark. Once his frigate reached the Rhode Island coast, he was determined to use every measure and each of his ship’s twenty guns to establish the king’s laws over these disloyal colonists. Sharing Wallace’s enthusiasm for punishing the Americans, Admiral Graves ordered him to “prevent all Supplies going to Providence” and to “seize Provisions and send them to Boston.” In Wallace, Graves had a most willing officer. Wallace embarked on a binge of seizures of both merchantmen and merchant men, arousing alarm and adding to the already bitter feelings between colony and king. Learning of Whipple’s role in the Gaspee affair, Wallace publicly declared he would hang Whipple “from the Rose’s yard arm.” The rascally Whipple sent Wallace a note: “Sir, always catch a man before you hang him.” Once hostilities broke out in 1775, Whipple had the first laugh aboard ship as well; as captain of the sloop Katy, fitted out by the Rhode Island Congress for the protection of the colony’s merchantmen, he captured the Rose’s tender after a brief but furious exchange of cannon fire.49

			Congress was still in summer recess when Wallace, “in One of his mad Fits,” as Rhode Island officials put it in a letter to Hopkins, “drew up all three of the Men of War before the town of Newport and swore with the most bitter imprecations that he would burn it.” That was more than enough for the Rhode Island Assembly. Exasperated by Congress’s lack of leadership, they passed a resolution declaring “that the building and equipping of an American fleet” was necessary for “the preservation of the lives, liberty and property of the good people of these Colonies.” They sent Hopkins and their other representatives a directive: use any and every political measure in getting a national fleet to sea, and get Congress to pay for it. Once Hopkins made their resolution known, John Adams went to work to make sure their wishes—and those of their fellow New Englanders—would become a reality.50

			Adams, Hopkins, and the rest of the New England delegates faced opposition from members of every other colony from New York to South Carolina, especially the peace-loving Quakers and rebellious southerners who shared the viewpoint that a national navy was the latest in a series of actions designed not only to defend New England but to increase that region’s influence. Southern congressmen, with the exception of South Carolina’s Christopher Gadsden and Joseph Hewes of North Carolina, were adamant in their opposition. They were led by Samuel Chase.

			Adams and Hopkins did not make a frontal assault on behalf of their cause. They spent September letting events play out. Upon their return to Philadelphia, the representatives were invited to inspect the row galleys being built at shipyards along the waterfront. When completed, twenty oars and two lateen sails propelled each of them across the water. Every galley carried a large cannon at the bow. The Pennsylvania Committee of Safety had appointed engineer Louis Nicola to come up with a plan to defend the Delaware, and he saw the galleys as an integral part in his strategy to repel what he called “an Insult by water” by British warships. The galleys made a favorable impression on Congress in general and Adams in particular.51

			From Boston, Washington’s dispatches arrived on a regular basis. The general interspersed his pleas for powder and arms with news of the comings and goings of enemy ships, along with reports of the Hannah and the other “rented” ships serving as his army’s navy. In September he had issued a permit to Rhode Island merchants to sail “at their own Risque” for the West Indies and buy “what gunpowder they could find.”52

			By the fall, Graves and his captains were no longer restricting their punitive actions to New England. Word soon reached Congress that, after the New York Provincial Congress ordered cannons removed from a New York City port battery for use by rebel forces, musket fire was exchanged between colonists and the ship-of-the-line Asia, moored in New York harbor. Her captain, Captain George Vandeput, directed a three-hour bombardment against the battery and the surrounding homes. Afterwards, Vandeput informed the city’s mayor that, if New Yorkers persisted in further rebellious acts, “the Mischiefs that may arise must lie at their Doors, and not mine.”53

			Several southern royal governors, fearing for their safety and that of their families, fled their palatial homes for the confined creature comforts and maximum security found aboard British warships. First and foremost of these new exiles was John Murray, Lord Dunmore. After hearing the news of Lexington and Concord, the ruddy-faced Virginia governor, bowlegged after years of fox hunting with the local gentry (including Washington), had ordered the removal of gunpowder stores from the Williamsburg arsenal while abolishing Virginia’s House of Burgesses. When a band of patriots led by Patrick Henry seized the powder before Dunmore’s men could do so, Dunmore and family took refuge aboard the HMS Fowey, a twenty-gun frigate. Throughout the summer, he and Captain George Montagu raided Virginia’s coastline, using the ship, her men, and a new force meant to instill fear among white Virginians: armed runaway slaves whom Dunmore called his “Ethiopian Regiment.”54

			The Royal Navy’s actions gave Adams the chance to resurrect his cause, and on October 3, he renewed his advocacy for sending Americans to war at sea on October 3. It nearly ended before it began. When Hopkins and Samuel Ward (an old Rhode Island foe of Hopkins until the rebellion) presented Congress with their colony’s proposal it was immediately tabled. But the delay lasted only two days, thanks, in part, to reports given to Congress by Philadelphia’s best-known sea captain.55

			Days before, John Barry had returned from London aboard the Black Prince, the finest ship yet built in the colonies. Due to sluggish weather it had been a tedious voyage, save for one twenty-four-hour period when a gale and Barry’s expert seamanship sent the Black Prince flying over 237 miles, the fastest known sailing day in the eighteenth century. Upon his return, Barry presented his boss, Robert Morris, with the latest London newspapers and reports from Morris’s agents: news that “Eight men of war, from forty to fifty guns each, are ordered for the American station” and that five more British regiments were heading to America. Barry also brought word that two other ships bound for Canada were “loaded with Arms and powder” but without armed escort.56

			Such tidings did not bring joy, nor tip the balance of votes Adams’s way, but they did reignite debate. Already convinced of the “daring intrepidity of our seamen,” Adams argued that “if they were once let loose upon the ocean they would contribute greatly to the relief of our wants as well to the distress of the enemy.” John Langdon concurred, as did Connecticut’s Silas Deane.

			Opposition was, as Adams put it, “very loud and vehement,” but his most vocal critic that day was not Samuel Chase; it was Edward Rutledge. While Adams marveled at how “some of my colleagues appeared greatly alarmed” about even the idea of a navy, Rutledge was carried away with both his argument and himself. “Rutledge never displayed so much eloquence,” Adams acerbically recalled, convinced the twenty-six-year-old had been coached “out-of-doors” by the opposition. Comparing the idea of a navy to “an infant, taking a mad bull by his horns,” Rutledge concluded, “It would ruin the character, and corrupt the morals of our seamen. It would make them selfish, piratical, mercenary, bent wholly on plunder.” In short, an American navy would turn its sailors into their British counterparts—although some thought his descriptions of potential avarice drew comparison to American merchants. Rutledge had succeeded in switching the argument from having a navy to not having a navy.

			Rutledge received an answer from his fellow South Carolinian Christopher Gadsden. The bald, hawk-faced old sailor reasoned that if there were no means to defend American ports, they should be closed. “The [British] Navy can stop our Harbours and distress our Trade,” he declared. “Therefore it is impracticable to open our Ports.” The sun was setting outside when Adams and his backers passed a resolution for a three-man committee to prepare a plan for intercepting the Canadian-bound vessels. The three? Adams, Silas Deane, and John Langdon.57

			Congress returned to the State House the next morning, reviewing military expenditures, permitting each colony to arrest any citizen “whose going at large may, in their opinion, endanger the safety of the colony, or the liberties of America.” They took action to fortify the Hudson River. They discussed the recommendations of Adams’s committee that Washington use two Massachusetts armed ships, the Machias Liberty and the Unity, to intercept the two British supply ships. Before Congress adjourned for the day, they heard at last from Samuel Chase.

			Citing the “hostilities” committed by Lord Dunmore, Chase delivered a sarcastic harangue: “I don’t think the Resolution goes far enough,” he bellowed. “Have the Committee any naval Force?” Calling the resolution “a mere Piece of Paper,” he lobbed question after question at his worthy colleagues like so many mortar shells: “Is there a Power in the Committee to raise and pay for a naval Force? Is it to be done at the Expence of the Continent[?] Have they Ships or Men?” To Chase the answer was clear—a government fights with the forces they have. Congress decided to take up debate on the Rhode Island Resolution the next day.58

			The sun was shining on Saturday, October 7, as Adams joined his colleagues inside the State House. There was an air of anticipation among the representatives. Surely this would be the day when Adams would square off against Chase.59

			It was not as pleasant in Bristol, Rhode Island, twelve miles southeast of Providence. “Little Wind and Hazy,” James Wallace entered in the Rose’s log. Wallace had brought with him a sizable squadron: four warships, four tenders, two transports, three schooners, and three sloops—sixteen vessels in all, making for Bristol. Later that morning he sent a lieutenant into town, demanding supplies that included three hundred sheep. The townsfolk refused. Almost biblically, the sky blackened and a soaking rain began to fall.

			The lieutenant’s longboat no sooner bumped along the Rose’s hull than the guns were run out from each warship, and Wallace began bombarding the town. For more than an hour cannonballs slammed into homes, shops, stables, even the town church. The Newport Mercury would later report how women and children “in great distress” fled the town to “seek shelter in the adjacent county.” Samuel Chase was right the day before: the Rhode Island Resolution did not go far enough—especially, on this day, for Rhode Islanders.60

			Three hundred miles south, Adams and Chase faced each other from across the assembly chamber. Adams was as steadfast as ever. Days earlier he had interviewed John McPherson, an old privateer captain from the French and Indian War whom Adams considered “well skilled in naval affairs.” He found McPherson “sanguine, confident, positive, that he can torch or burn every Man of War in America.” While the Philadelphia press deemed the old salt “eccentric,” Adams saw him as a visionary whose confidence fed the fire in the congressman’s belly for his cause.61

			But once again, it was Chase who carried the day. “It is the maddest Idea in the World,” he shouted, “to think of building an American fleet.” He did not relinquish the floor until he was certain he had decimated the opposition. To build a navy, the derisive Chase concluded, “We should mortgage the whole Continent.”

			It was the long-nosed Silas Deane, not Adams, who took on Chase’s argument. “I wish [a navy] may be seriously debated. I don’t think it romantic at all.” Hopkins, seeing that Chase’s opinion still held sway, had no objections to another delay. Further debate was scheduled for October 16.62

			Fortunately for Adams and his pro-navy contingent, the reports that reached Philadelphia over the next nine days began tipping the scales in their favor. News that Parliament was sending thousands of Scottish Highlanders and Irish Roman Catholic soldiers to augment British forces in America was enough to sway Thomas Jefferson that Adams’s viewpoint had merit. Dispatches regarding Wallace’s bombardment of Bristol forced many representatives to rethink their earlier belief that state navies would be an adequate defense. Adams began recounting votes.63

			On October 12, he presented Congress with a detailed proposal for procuring gunpowder from West Indies ports, citing where it could be found, how large a supply was last noted, and the size of any enemy garrison American sailors might encounter. After all, “as the british Ministry have taken Every Step that human Nature could provide” to keep Americans from each and every half barrel of the stuff, then American captains and their crews should take it “wherever they can get it.” He also solicited information from his Boston friends about the Royal Navy’s activities: any news of captured American merchantmen, the treatment of their crews, and the financial worth taken from their holds. “Nothing will contribute so much to facilitate Reprisals, as an expert Account of our Losses and Damages,” he wrote James Warren.64

			On Friday the thirteenth, an agreement was made between the citizens of Newport and James Wallace. In exchange for the supplies of “Beef Beer &c necessarys for his Ships” he promised “he would not fire upon the Town without giving the Inhabitants sufficient warning.” In Virginia, colonists learned that Lord Dunmore had received reinforcements from St. Augustine, Florida. And in Philadelphia, John Hancock read a dispatch from Washington: General Gage had been recalled, to be replaced by General William Howe; a new fleet, including six ships-of-the-line, was sailing from England; “5 Regiments and 1000 Marines” were “expected to join Howe in Boston in 3 or 4 weeks,” and that

			A Fleet consisting of a 64 & 20 Gun Ship, 2 Sloops of 18 Guns, 2 Transports with 600 Men were to sail from Boston . . . They took on Board two Mortars, four Howitzers, and other Artillery calculated for the Bombardment of a Town. Their Destination was kept a profound Secret. 

			One other thing: Washington learned that Lord North was “determined to push the War to the utmost.” The British Empire was striking back.65

			In doing so it did Adams and his supporters a favor. The day before, Adams sought detailed reports of actual British attacks. But Washington’s letter, with its list of what was to come from the enemy both near and far, gave Adams something he had not counted on to sway Congress to his cause: fear. Fear of the future, fear of what might come to pass. Not even the argumentative Chase had a rejoinder. That more ships and more men were crossing the Atlantic was one thing. But that a fleet of Washington’s description was heading up or down the coast to shell some defenseless American town only heightened Congress’s collective anxiety.

			With single-minded swiftness, Congress overwhelmingly

			Resolved, That a swift sailing vessel, to carry ten carriage guns, and proportionate number of swivels, with eighty men, be fitted with all possible dispatch, for a cruise of three months . . . That a Committee of three be appointed to prepare an estimate for expence, and lay the same before Congress, and to contract with proper persons to fit out the vessel . . . That another vessel be fitted out for the same purposes [and] a committee [be] appointed to bring in regulations for [a] navy.66

			The Continental Navy was born.

			The three representatives chosen for the Naval Committee were Deane, Langdon, and Gadsden. Adams did not mind being omitted. Gadsden added a southerner’s presence, and Adams was now free to find ships, supplies, and men to take his dream from the State House to the Atlantic. An ebullient Adams wrote James Warren back in Boston: “We begin to feel a little of a Seafaring Inclination here,” adding that

			We must excite by Policy that kind of exalted Courage, which is ever victorious by seas and land—which is irresistible. The Saracens had it—the Knights of Malta—the Assassins—Cromwell’s soldiers and sailors. Nay, N[ew] England men have ever had it hitherto. They never failed in an Attempt of any Kind.

			Adams and his colleagues could be satisfied with their efforts this day. What they could not do was learn where that British fleet Washington had mentioned was heading. 67

			That same day squalls from the northwest struck Falmouth, Massachusetts, a sea town eighty miles up the coast from Boston, in Casco Bay (now Portland, Maine). Through the wind and the rain, the village minister, Reverend Jacob Bailey, watched as a British squadron sailed past the bay, alarming the townsfolk.68 Three days later, the ships entered the harbor, literally blown in by the still prevailing northwest winds. As they approached, a committee of patriots, whom Bailey described as “tradesmen and persons of no property,” stood at the wharf while their fellow citizens, like a Greek chorus, watched from the nearby houses and street corners. It was Lieutenant Mowat’s squadron.

			The next day Mowat sent a longboat from the Canceaux, with a junior officer carrying a statement informing the town of his intentions: “After so many premeditated Attacks on the legal Prerogatives of the best of Sovereigns” in general and “the most unpardonable Rebellion” of the citizens of Falmouth in particular, Mowat carried “orders to execute a just Punishment on the Town.” A “Red pendant will be hoisted at the Maintopgallant Masthead” to signal the start of bombarding the town.

			Mowat’s declaration had the desired results; after hearing it, Reverend Bailey saw that “every heart was seized with terror.” Frantic negotiations commenced. As daylight waned, Mowat agreed to hold off his bombardment. After all, he felt “not a little for the Innocent” in the village; all the committee need do was “surrender their cannon and musketry and give hostages for their future good behaviour,” as Bailey put it, and Mowat would delay bombardment until he heard from Admiral Graves. That evening a rowboat approached the Canceaux. The Americans aboard delivered a substantially smaller arsenal to Mowat than he expected: a handful of muskets and pistols. Mowat would wait until morning to reply to this insult.

			By this time word of the fleet’s arrival and its intentions had reached the countryside. That night the town was overrun by militia comprising the local Sons of Liberty. Under lit bonfires—easily seen from the Canceaux’s quarterdeck—the militia threatened the more peaceable villagers that it would be they, and not Mowat, who would burn the town to ashes if they acquiesced.69

			The weather cleared on Wednesday. Streets leading out of town were jammed with villagers, their wagons and carts overflowing with furniture, clothes, and china. Mowat’s ships were a-row in the harbor, their guns loaded and run out. The wind was still; only inconsequentially small waves lapped against the hulls of Mowat’s ships. One long minute passed, then another. Finally, at nine forty, Mowat ordered the red pennant raised.

			For the fleeing villagers, puffs of smoke and the roar of broadsides were followed by the deadly whoosh of cannonballs overhead before they slammed into earth and building. To cause the greatest panic, Mowat fired over the fleeing Americans, their screams adding to the cacophony. Many of the oxen towing carts broke from their yokes and stampeded through the crowded streets.

			Minutes later, Mowat ordered his gunners to fire hot shot on the town. Winds spread the fire from house to house. Soon flames were licking at the town hall and the church. Looking through his spyglass, Mowat watched as “a brisk fire was keeped up by all the squadron.” He kept his guns firing into the afternoon. “The whole town,” Bailey later reported, “was involved in smoak and combustion.”

			By three o’clock only the buildings on the south end of town near the docks stood untouched, and Mowat sent a longboat loaded with sailors and marines to burn them. As they reached land they drew fire from the Sons of Liberty who were still in town, killing one jack tar and wounding several others before being driven off. Two hours later, his guns blazing hot, Mowat ceased firing. With the town destroyed, he gave orders to make sail. As the British departed, small-arms fire peppered the squadron but did no damage. Under darkness and a heavy rain, the British ships left Casco Bay, mission accomplished.

			In the hills above Falmouth, Reverend Bailey watched in horror as his church disappeared into ashes, along with the homes of his flock. Another eyewitness, fifteen-year-old Daniel Tucker, later recalled how an uncommonly early winter set in almost immediately, forcing his neighbors to find shelter inland “among a people as poor as themselves.” Shortly afterwards young Tucker went to sea to fight in three different engagements against the navy that had destroyed his home.70

			News of Falmouth soon reached Portsmouth, where a courier immediately rode south to General Washington, who sent a rider posthaste to Philadelphia with a dispatch to Hancock. Calling the bombardment a “horrid Procedure,” Washington warned Congress that “the same Desolation is meditated upon all the Towns on the Coast.” He sent a detachment of soldiers to Portsmouth, where he believed Mowat might strike next.71

			For the next two weeks, more congressmen went on record supporting Adams’s campaign for armed ships. “Why should not America have a navy?” Virginian George Wythe asked his colleagues, citing Rome’s sudden construction of one when at war with Carthage. Even Samuel Chase chimed in. Without a navy to defend merchantmen and ports, “we must submit.” By the end of October Congress doubled the proposed navy from two ships to four, and added four new members to the committee responsible for coming up with ships, ordnance, supplies, and sailors: Stephen Hopkins, Richard Henry Lee of Virginia, Joseph Hewes of North Carolina, and John Adams, who “procured a room in a public house”—Tun Tavern—for dinner and the business of creating a navy.72

			Persistent in adversity, Adams proved positively zealous in victory. While he found it odd for someone who “never thought much of old Ocean” to be in the forefront of this endeavor, it was now “my fate and my Duty” to learn about ship design and construction, refitting existing merchantmen, proving ordnance, and regulations. Like a sponge, he soaked up anything and everything that would enable him to get his ideas from paper to the docks and thence to sea.

			To James Warren and Elbridge Gerry in Boston he sent letter upon letter, inquiring what ships were available for purchase or loan to Congress, who among the “Whalemen, Codfishers, and other Seamen” might “be inlisted into the service of the Continent,” and “the Names, Ages, Places of Abode and Characters” who might serve as officers in this new enterprise.73

			He soon learned that he did not need to find ships, for there were several available down the street, nestled against Philadelphia docks. And he need not have sought nominees for captains. Adams and his fellow committee members were about to be played like a string section in a small orchestra by the smartest politician among them, Stephen Hopkins.

			Each evening after Congress adjourned the seven made their way to Tun Tavern on the Philadelphia waterfront—not nearly as ostentatious as the City Tavern two blocks west, but not as frequented by their cronies. The ninety-year-old tavern was owned by Robert Mullan, a convivial host whose passion for the rebellion made him known citywide as a rabid patriot.74

			After a sumptuous meal and more than enough rum, Hopkins held court. He also held his colleagues in the palm of his hand. To Adams, the committee was composed of “sensible Men and very cheerful,” but it was the ancient mariner from Rhode Island who enthralled them all with his sailor’s knowledge and storytelling. Usually the business at hand concluded by eight, but that was just when Hopkins got started. Consuming round after round of “Jamaica Spirits,” Hopkins regaled his colleagues with sea tales, ancient history, and poetry. Instead of Hopkins’s rum consumption making him drunk, Adams later recalled, it
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