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INTRODUCTION

THE WAR THAT FORGED A NATION




In some respects, it was a silly little warfought between creaking sailing ships and inexperienced armies often led by bumbling generals. It featured a tit-for-tat, You burned our capital, so well burn yours, and a legendary battle unknowingly fought after the signing of a peace treaty. In the retrospect of two centuries of American history, however, the War of 1812 stands out as the coming of age of a nation.

In June 1812 a still infant nation of eighteen loosely joined states had the audacity to declare war on the British Empire. Such indignation was fired by resentment over years of British high-handedness on the high seas and envious yearnings by Americans west of the Appalachians for more territory. But a good part of the country, mostly the New England states, thought there was far more to lose by pulling the lions tail than a handful of ships and impressed sailors. New Englanders did not take kindly to or go out of their way to support what they called Mr. Madisons war.

Indeed, Great Britain might have easily crushed the upstarts if it had brought its full weight to bear on the matter, but the British were preoccupied with Napoleons maneuvers in Europe, and the American war in North America remained a sideshow for its first two years. During that time the American navy proved its mettle and found an icon as the USS Constitution, Old Ironsides, sent two first-rate British frigates to the bottom. On land, despite Henry Clays boast that the militia of Kentucky alone was capable of conquering Canada, two years of invasion attempts on three fronts failed. When the tide appeared to turn in Americas favor, it was because a twenty-seven-year-old lieutenant named Oliver Hazard Perry ran a flag boasting Dont Give Up the Ship up his flagships mast and with a motley collection of hastily built ships chased the British navy from Lake Erie.

Within two months of Perrys victory, however, Napoleon met his first waterloo at Leipzig, and victorious Great Britain was free to swing a battle-hardened hand at its American cousins. Suddenly the young American nation was no longer fighting for free trade, sailors rights, and as much of Canada as it could grab, but for its very existence as a nation. In 1814 Great Britain threatened assaults against all corners of the United States: from Canada via Niagara Falls and Lake Champlain, into the heartland of the mid-Atlantic states from Chesapeake Bay, and against that door to half a continent, New Orleans. For a time it looked as if the British Empire might regain its former colonies.

With Washington in flames, only a valiant defense at Fort McHenry saved Baltimore from a similar fate. The greatest American victory in 1814, however, may have come not on the battlefield or the high seas, but at the negotiating table. Somehow, with British armies arrayed along its borders and a British blockade locking up its ports, the United States managed to sign a peace treaty on Christmas Eve, 1814, that preserved its preexisting boundaries, even if it made no reference to one of the wars most egregious causes.

The news of the Treaty of Ghent reached Washington only after Andrew Jackson had assembled a tattered force of army regulars, backwoods militia, and bayou pirates and bested the pride of British regulars. Strategically, the Battle of New Orleans was of no military significance to the war, but politically it came to fill a huge void in the American psychenot only propelling Andrew Jackson to the presidency, but also affirming a strong, new sense of national identity.

During the War of 1812, the United States would cast aside its cloak of colonial adolescence andwith more than a few bumbles along the waystumble forth onto the world stage. After the War of 1812, there was no longer any doubt that the United States of America was a national force to be reckoned with. But in the beginning, all of this was very much in doubt.

[image: ]
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BOOK ONE

Drumbeats

(18071812)



Many nations have gone to war in pure gayety of heart, but perhaps the United States were first to force themselves into a war they dreaded, in the hope that the war itself might create the spirit they lacked.

Henry Adams, History of the United States During the Administrations of Jefferson and Madison, 1889









     

TO STEAL AN EMPIRE




In the early twilight, the swollen waters of the Ohio River swept a wooden flatboat up to a landing on a small, tree-covered island. On the rivers east bank lay the western reaches of the state of Virginia; on the west, the shores of the state of Ohio, now, in the spring of 1805, barely two years old. The flatboat was much grander than the normal river craft that floated by or landed here. Indeed, its owner had commissioned its recent construction in Pittsburgh, and he himself described it as a floating house, sixty feet by fourteen, containing dining room, kitchen with fireplace, and two bedrooms, roofed from stem to stern.1

The flatboat belonged to Aaron Burr. With jet-black eyes, a silken tongue, and the refined dress to match the accoutrements of his vessel, Burr cast a larger shadow than his diminutive height suggested. For four years, he had been the proverbial heartbeat away from the presidency, but once he had also been just one particular heartbeat away. Why the recent vice president of the United States came to make this journey down the Ohio River evidences just how tenuous the American union still was in 1805, and that the very last thing it should have come to contemplate was another war with Great Britain.



In the presidential election of 1800, there were as yet no strictly organized political tickets. Prior to the Twelfth Amendment, the Constitution merely ordained that the person receiving the highest number of electoral votes be declared president and the second highest, vice president. Party electors were supposed to withhold a vote or two from the agreed-upon vice presidential candidate, thus assuring the election of their presidential favorite.

Such informality didnt work very well. In fact, so many Federalist electors withheld votes from John Adamss running mate in 1796 that Republican Thomas Jefferson ended up with the second highest number of votes and the vice presidency. (Jeffersons Republicans were the liberal predecessors of the JeffersonJackson Democrats and not the Grand Old Party of Abraham Lincoln.) To avoid such a result in 1800, Republican vice presidential candidate Aaron Burr obtained Jeffersons assurance that no southern elector would drop a vote for Burr, but that Burr would arrange for a Republican elector from Rhode Islandsupposedly a solid Jefferson stateto withhold one vote for Burr. That strategy backfired when the Federalists proceeded to win Rhode Island, and the remaining Republican electors cast the identical number of votes for president and vice president.

Thus in only the nations fourth presidential election, Thomas Jefferson handily defeated incumbent John Adams, but imagine Jeffersons surprise when his vice presidential running mate received the same number of electoral votes as he, and the election was declared a tie. With Jefferson and Burr each receiving seventy-three votes, the election went to the House of Representatives, where the contest was suddenly not between Federalist and Republican, but between Republican and Republican.

Vice presidential candidate Burr professed allegiance to Jefferson, but made no outright disclaimer of the higher office. Indeed, there were plenty of whispers in Burrs ear to suggest that the higher office was his for the taking. New England Federalists, who were rarely as unified in anything as they were in their opposition to Thomas Jefferson, actively courted Burr, vastly preferring the New York lawyerRepublican though he might beto the Virginia planter.2


Not all Federalists felt that way, of course. Alexander Hamilton for one was appalled at the possibility of Burr becoming president. Four years before he would die by Burrs dueling pistol, Hamilton wrote: There is no doubt but that upon every virtuous and prudent calculation Jefferson is to be preferred. He is by far not so dangerous a man and he has pretensions to character.3 Among other things, Hamilton probably feared that Burr might come to take over the Federalist Party that Hamilton clearly viewed as his own exclusive route to the presidency.

In the House of Representatives, the Federalists controlled six states, the Republicans eight. Two states were undecided. A simple majority of nine was needed to elect either Jefferson or Burr president. For a turbulent six weeks, the electoral balloting and the intra-party intrigue continued. Certain Federalists and Republicans friendly to Burr clung to the hope that they might be able to swing three states into the Federalist column and make Burr president. Finally, after some backroom concessions obtained from Jefferson through Alexander Hamilton, James A. Bayard of Delawarethe undecided states lone vote in the House of Representativesvoted for Jefferson to give him the required nine states. Aaron Burr would spend four years being a heartbeat away from the presidency, but he lost it by the single heartbeat of James Bayard.

Both Jefferson and Burr were quick to say that each bore no hard feelings toward the other, but more than a few Republicans noted how far Burr had been tempted to stray to the Federalists, and, likewise, the Federalists knew how close they had come to getting him. The result was that both sides came to view Burr as something of a leaf willing to be blown by whatever political winds offered the promise of greater glory. For Jeffersons part, he would soon prove that he hadnt meant that line about no hard feelings after all.4

So Aaron Burr became vice president of the United States in March 1801. By most accounts he served a distinguished term, taking seriously his charge to preside over the United States Senate and tarnishing his reputation only through his duel with Alexander Hamilton. Even by the standards of 1804, it is difficult to grasp that a sitting vice president of the United States should fight a duel, let alone kill his opponent, but in truth Thomas Jefferson had been determined to rid himself of Burr long before the public uproar over the duel.

On February 25, 1804, before the days of political conventions, congressional Republicans met to nominate Jefferson for a second term. New York Governor George Clinton received the lions share of vice presidential votes ahead of Kentuckian John Breckinridge and a handful of favorite sons. The incumbent vice president, Aaron Burr, received none. Four years before, Burr had been a single heartbeat away from the presidency; now he could not muster the support of a single heart that thought him worthy of the vice presidency. It was a humiliating repudiation.5

Burrs first thought was to redeem himself by winning the governorship of New York. When he failed miserably in that attempt, there was little to do but finish out his term as vice president and head west. His direction was chosen with a great deal of forethought.



At the time, the ink was scarcely dry upon the Louisiana Purchase treaty. Louisiana was a vast chunk of territoryroughly the western drainage of the Mississippi Riverthat France had ceded to Spain in 1763 as part of its North American concessions following the Seven Years War. Four decades later, Napoleon managed to bully Spain into returning it, but Spanish administrators in Louisiana retaliated by revoking the right of deposit enjoyed by the fledgling United States. Negotiated by the Washington administration in 1795, the right of deposit permitted Americans to export farm products and other goods through New Orleans. When the right of deposit was revoked, it was tantamount to choking the commerce of all of the United States west of the Appalachians.

By 1803 Jefferson wanted Louisiana in part to resolve the right of deposit issue. Napoleon desperately needed American cash to fund his European conquests. Even if Napoleon sold Louisiana, a steady stream of clandestine reports seemed to suggest that he might be able to have his cake and eat it, too. The very acquisition of Louisiana by the United States might, wishful thinking suggested, prompt the split of the still tenuous American union between the New England and mid-Atlantic states more interested in European commerce, and the western states more in tune with Napoleons swaggering militarism. Then Louisiana and all of the Mississippi Valley might be persuaded to become a French ally. With fifteen million American dollars in his vaults, Napoleon might still be able to retain effective control of Louisiana. Now there was a touch of Napoleonic optimism of the sort that would find him at the gates of Moscow a decade hence!6

In this early period of American history, the idea of states seceding from the Union was not nearly as cataclysmic as it would be deemed two generations later. Indeed, people in all parts of the country maintained an intense, first-line loyalty to their respective home states. As early as 1792, Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson warned President George Washington that southern states might secede in opposition to Alexander Hamiltons national banking system. And even as the Senate debated the ratification of the Louisiana Purchase, Senator John Breckinridge of Kentucky threatened that if the treaty was rejected, the western states would immediately secede and form a separate country.7

While some hailed Jeffersons purchase of Louisiana a diplomatic masterpiece, others argued that the United States should simply have seized the territory over the right of deposit issue. There were others who were convinced that no matter the present transaction, should Napoleon be victorious in Europe, the United States would be called upon to defend the new acquisition from his rapacious territorial appetite. But when Jefferson dispatched 450 troops under the command of Brigadier General James Wilkinson to occupy New Orleans in the wake of the purchase, it was not out of fear of the French, but rather that the Spanish who still controlled the city might resist. Nonetheless, Wilkinson and newly appointed Governor William Claiborne took possession of the Crescent City without incident on December 20, 1803.8

James Wilkinson was either the most despicable scoundrel in American history or the victim of the worst press ever. Most accounts support the former. Wilkinson had known Aaron Burr for more than a quarter of a century, ever since their paths crossed as young officers serving under Benedict Arnold during his ill-fated 1775 attack on Quebec during the opening round of the American Revolution. Two years later as a deputy adjutant general, Wilkinson helped to draft the terms of surrender for Burgoynes British army at Saratogaa fact that Wilkinson was always quick to relate.

Despite his long tenure in the United States Army, however, Wilkinson took an oath of allegiance to Spain as early as 1787. To the Spanish, he was known as Agent 13. Such duplicity aside, by 1792 Wilkinson was a brigadier general, and the following year commanded a wing of General Mad Anthony Waynes army at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. When Wayne died in 1796, James Wilkinson was left as the ranking general in the U.S. Army, a position he would occupy for the next fifteen years.

But Wilkinson was seldom happy. In May 1802 Wilkinson wrote Aaron Burr of his disillusionment and bitterness over lack of congressional support for the military in general and machinations with his rank and salary in particular. Small wonder Wilkinson was disposed to line his pockets with Spanish gold. Burr may not have known of that, but he certainly knew Wilkinson to be disgruntled by the actions of eastern politicians while envisioning himself as the guardian of the young nations frontier.9

Another to whom Wilkinson complained was Alexander Hamilton. Wilkinson assured Hamilton that he had explored with military eyesevery critical pass, every direct route, & every devious way between the Mexican Gulph [sic] & the Tennessee River. Wilkinson intimated that he was tired of President Jeffersons pacifism and that to wear his sword without active service is becoming disreputable.10 Despite such criticisms, Wilkinson somehow managed to remain Jeffersons favorite solider. Perhaps it had something to do with the fact that he wrote Jefferson lengthy letters filled with descriptions of flora and fauna.

Over the objections of Secretary of War James McHenry, who would soon have a fort near Baltimore named after him, Hamilton had previously recommended Wilkinsons promotion to major general. In doing so, Hamilton urged McHenry that we ought certainly to look to the possession of the Floridas and Louisianaand we ought to squint at South America.11

Wilkinson had scarcely settled into New Orleans when he had a series of late-night conversations with Vincente Folch, the governor of Spanish West Florida. Agent 13 gave the Spaniard helpful suggestions about how to keep the Americans out of the Floridas and lessen American influence in newly acquired Louisiana. Shortly afterward, Wilkinsonwith his most recent Spanish retainer payment jingling in his pocketsset out on a trip back east.12

On May 23, 1804, in the wake of his repudiation as vice president and would-be governor of New York, Aaron Burr received a late night caller, who made a point that no one should know of his visit. Never mind the fact that Burr and his secretive guest were old friends. With Burrs political power apparently destroyed, what could he and James Wilkinson possibly have to talk about?

No record remains of their conversation. Subsequent events, however, suggest that the man who had just told the Spanish how to keep American influence at bay in the Louisiana Territory was now on Aaron Burrs doorstep suggesting to the disgruntled politico a way to steal an empire away from both American and Spanish influences. Louisiana also meant Mexico and the entire Southwest, and Wilkinson had with him maps of Texas and the Spanish Southwest.13

Because he was a man determined to be on the winning side at all costs of honor, Wilkinson had also written to Alexander Hamilton a few weeks before his clandestine meeting with Burr. The destinies of Spain in the entire Southwest, Wilkinson assured Hamilton, were in the hands of the U.S.14 Several months later, Hamilton was dead, the consequence of a bullet fired by Aaron Burr in the culmination of a quarter of a century of political rivalry. Hamiltons friends demanded a criminal indictment. Burr kept a low profile, but he was not without a plan.

On August 6, 1804, the British ambassador to the United States, Anthony Merry, sent a report of an astonishing communication to the British foreign secretary. I have just received an offer from Mr. Burr the actual vice president of the United States (which Situation he is about to resign), wrote Merry, to lend his assistance to His Majestys Government in any Manner in which they may think fit to employ him, particularly in endeavouring to effect a Separation of the Western Part of the United States from that which lies between the Atlantick [sic] and the Mountains, in its [sic] whole Extent.15

Meanwhile, the rightful owner of that territory appointed General James Wilkinsonwho had suggested to anyone who would listen or grease his palm with gold that all of Louisiana was ripe for the pickinggovernor of Upper Louisiana. Significantly, as he moved upriver to St. Louis and assumed his gubernatorial duties, Wilkinson continued to hold his military rank. Despite criticisms in Congress that civil and military authority should not repose in the same person, the general/governor would be waiting for Aaron Burr to pay a return visit.



Such was the background to the journey that found Aaron Burr touching shore at the landing on Blennerhassett Island in the spring of 1805. If Burr was a particularly distinguished visitor to the island, his host and hostess were themselves rather extraordinary. Harman Blennerhassett traced his roots to English nobility. His ancestors immigrated to Ireland during the fourteenth century, and Harman was born there on October 8, 1764, or perhaps 1765, the youngest of three sons and six daughters. My father and mother, Harman later wrote, were never agreed as to which year I was born.16 As the third son, he chose law as his profession, but the death of his father and two older brothers soon made him heir to a considerable fortune.


In 1796, while visiting Captain Robert Agnew, the lieutenant governor of the Isle of Man, Blennerhassett was dispatched aboard to escort Agnews daughter home from school. He was thirty-one, tall, learned, but somewhat awkward. Margaret Agnew was a captivatingly beautiful eighteen. She, too, was tall. With blue eyes and auburn hair, she was a skilled horsewoman and spoke and wrote both French and Italian. Enough said. Blennerhassett cast aside all notion of his fiduciary role and persuaded her to marry him on the spot. There was only one problem: she was also his niece. Upon their return to the Isle of Man, the reception was less than cordial, and Blennerhassett promptly sold his estate in Ireland for a reported $160,000then a considerable sumand sailed for New York with his elegant bride, arriving there on August 1, 1796.17

The newlyweds spent some time first in New York and then in Philadelphia, but soon headed west across the Alleghenies. They found their way via keelboat down the Ohio to Marietta, then the gateway to much of the Northwest Territory. From the heights above Marietta, Blennerhassett discovered an island in the Ohio River that at once boasted both the lushness of Ireland and a regal setting from which to command an empire. In March 1797 he purchased two hundred acres on the island and was soon ensconced there with Margaret, who quickly bore him three children. By the time of Burrs arrival, the centerpiece of Blennerhassett Island was a fifty-four by thirty-eight-foot mansion with two thirteen-foot-wide and thirty-seven-foot-long porticos that connected to symmetrical wings. Perhaps Burr mused that not even Thomas Jeffersons executive mansion in Washington City had such fine appendages as yet.18

On this spring evening, Harman and Margaret Blennerhassett greeted their guest warmly. While Burr was an anathema to many easterners who still mourned the loss of Alexander Hamilton, here in the West men viewed such matters as dueling quite differently. Burr was treated as the celebrity he certainly was. Once again, there is no complete record of the conversations that took place that evening, but subsequent events suggest that Burr appealed to Blennerhassetts ego as well as his pocketbook.

Burr soon continued down the Ohio bound for New Orleans, but he called again at Blennerhassett Island on his return upriver. Afterward Blennerhassett wrote Burr looking for money in exchange for a sale or lease of his island. In either way, if I could sell or lease the place, I would move forward with a firmer confidence in any undertaking which your sagacity might open to profit and fame, suggested Blennerhassett. Having thus advised you of my desire and motives to pursue a change of life, to engage in any thing which may suit my circumstances, I hope, sir, you will not regard it indelicate in me to observe to you how highly I should be honored in being associated with you in any contemplated enterprise you would permit me to participate in.19

That desired association almost left Blennerhassett high indeedswinging high from the end of a rope. Blennerhassett would later testify that he had no clear understanding of what venture Burr had in mind, but he nonetheless agreed to assist Burr in the construction of certain boats and to permit a company of men to gather on Blennerhassett Island.

Another stop Burr made in May 1805 and again in August upon his return from New Orleans was with Andrew and Rachel Jackson in Nashville. The Jacksons welcomed Burr as a man of the West. Jackson himself had fought his share of duels, and he could well relate with talk of driving the Spanish from not only the Floridas but also Texas. Jackson viewed such talk as just good American boosterismthe sort of thing that would come to be called manifest destiny. If Jackson saw Burrs dark side and suspected his true motives, he gave no inkling of it until November 10, 1806, an uncomfortable week or so after Jackson, too, had accepted money from Burr for the construction of two boats.

On that date Captain John A. Fort arrived in Nashville from New Orleans and stayed with the Jacksons. Over the course of the eveningapparently thinking Jackson more of the insider than he wasFort went on at some length about Burrs plans to seize New Orleans and make it the gateway to a great southwestern empire. Suddenly disturbed, Jackson sent a series of letters, including one to President Jefferson, suggesting that something was amiss along the Mississippi. Jefferson at first was confused by Jacksons missive. Was the belligerent frontiersman merely suggesting a war with Spain, or was there in fact something treasonable behind Burrs actions?20

Initially Burr was arrested and arraigned before a grand jury in Frankfort, Kentucky, on charges of raising troops for illegal purposes. Burrs lawyer was a young up-and-comer named Henry Clay. Finding that no violent disturbance of the Public Tranquility or breach of the laws had occurred, the grand jury dismissed the charges. Nonetheless, Jackson wrote Burr of his suspicions, and Burr hastened to Nashville to reassure Jackson. Whatever he said, it must have mollified Jackson, because on December 22, 1806, Burr left Nashville with the two boats he had purchased from Jackson and floated down the Cumberland, planning to rendezvous with the boats and men coming from Blennerhassett Island.21

Scarcely had Burr disappeared downstream, however, than a presidential proclamation reached Nashville announcing that President Jefferson believed a vast military conspiracy was under way in the West and calling for the arrest of all those involved, principally his former vice president. Jefferson was at least partly correct, of course, but the man who had urged him to take such action and the man to whom Jefferson now turned to save the Union was none other than James Wilkinson.

Much has been written about Wilkinsons true motives. His detractors far outnumber his supporters. Why he chose to double-cross Burr, when Wilkinson himself had first sung the sirens song of empire in Burrs willing ear, is debatable, but in no small measure it was motivated by Wilkinsons desire always to be on the winning side. Perhaps he saw the futility of a handful of men in flatboats stealing an empire. Undoubtedly he bemoaned the potential loss of his regular Spanish retainer. Going to great pains to cover his own conspiratorial tracks, Wilkinson wrote a subordinate: By letters found here, I perceive the plot thickens; yet all but those concerned sleep profoundly. My God! What a situation has our country reached.22

The upshot was that Aaron Burr was arrested again and taken to Richmond, Virginia, to stand trial for treason. He was acquitted only because Chief Justice John Marshall chose to preside over the trial himself and narrowly define treason under the Constitution as requiring an overt act of war. Marshall had political debts to Burr, and it was not his most shining moment as a jurist. General Wilkinson was a star witness for the government and played the self-righteous defender of Americas frontier. Agent 13s reputation emerged from the trial as muddled as ever.23

While Burr was on trial, Harman Blennerhassett spent fifty-three days in a Richmond jail awaiting his own fate and ruing the day that he and Margaret had welcomed such a wily guest to Blennerhassett Island. With Burrs acquittal, all charges were dropped against Blennerhassett, but his beloved mansion overlooking the Ohio River had been overrun and damaged by local militia in the wake of his arrest.24

Meanwhile, Andrew Jackson, who had himself come uncomfortably close to Burrs web, wrote a friend: I am more convinced than ever that treason never was intended by Burr, but if ever it was you know my wishes that he may be hung.25



So Louisiana and the Mississippi Valley still belonged to the United States. The fledgling American union remained intact, but the plotting of a disgruntled politician and an unscrupulous general had shown how tenuous it was. Within a short time, growing pains along its entire border from British Canada to Spanish Florida, as well as on the high seas, would push the country into war. When that war came, Aaron Burr had faded into the shadows, but many of the others who had played a role in the machinations of what came to be called the Burr Conspiracy would be center stage, including Andrew Jackson, Henry Clay, and the nefarious General Wilkinson.







    

FIRST BLOOD AT SEA




Two days before a grand jury indicted Aaron Burr for treason, the thirty-eight-gun frigate USS Chesapeake sailed eastward from the mouth of Chesapeake Bay, bound for station in the Mediterranean. When she was barely beyond the three-mile territorial limit and in international waters, the fifty-gun British frigate HMS Leopard pulled alongside her. The Leopards captain demanded the right to search the Chesapeake and detain questionable British deserters. In the wake of the broadside that followed, the United States was almost plunged into what might have come to be called the War of 1807.

Such conflict on the high seas was certainly not new to the fledgling United States. Since winning its independence, the country had been forced repeatedly to tangle not only with the eras superpowers of Great Britain and France, but also with the likes of tribute-demanding pirates. In addition to general trade concerns, a nagging issue was the impressment of American citizens into the British navy. How degrading to the young nation to have its ships stopped, its citizens seized and then made to serve in virtual imprisonment on board His Majestys warships.

Oppressive as impressment was to most, the British government viewed the policy as essential to its mastery of the seas. British law permitted any able-bodied male subject to be drafted into immediate service in the Royal Navyanytime, anywhere. This meant that a British captain who was shorthanded could put into any friendly or neutral port throughout the world and send a press gang ashore to round up likely recruits. Frequently this was done amid the pubs and brothels, but press gangs also called on commercial vessels flying the Union Jack or the flags of neutral countries, including the United States.

Legally, such impressed recruits had to be British subjects, but practically, British citizenship throughout a worldwide dominion had many shades of gray. When, for example, did a British immigrant to the United States cease to be a British subject? The United States had naturalization laws, of course, but the British crown held to simpler criterion: Once an Englishman, always an Englishman.

While Great Britains practice of impressment was longstanding, its use escalated as British manpower needs increased during the Napoleonic wars. Between 1803 and 1812 at least five thousand and perhaps as many as nine thousand sailors were impressed from the decks of American ships and forced to serve in the Royal Navy. Perhaps as many as three-quarters were bona fide American citizens.

In 1807 Secretary of State James Madison decried the entire practice of impressment as anomalous in principle, grievous in practice, and abominable in abuse. His demands that the practice cease met only with contempt from British authorities, particularly the foreign secretary, who scoffed: The Pretension advanced by Mr. Madison that the American Flag should protect every Individual sailing under itis too extravagant to require any serious Refutation.1 So impressment incidents continued.



In the spring of 1807, a British naval squadron made itself at home in the waters off the Virginia Capes at the mouth of Chesapeake Bay. The ships dropped anchor to await the emergence of two French warships that had been driven into the bay by storms. The United States was ostensibly neutral in the conflict between Great Britain and Napoleon, and such hospitality to visiting warships by neutral countries was a recognized principle of international law. Many British captains, however, made a habit of singing Rule Britannia just a little too stridently no matter where they made port.

While HMS Melampus was anchored in Hampton Roads, several of its crewthe exact number is in doubtchose to desert, making off with the captains gig in the process. Three of the deserters promptly enlisted for service aboard the American frigate Chesapeake, then being outfitted at Norfolk for a patrol in the Mediterranean Sea against the Barbary pirates. When the British consul at Norfolk demanded their return, the request wound up the chain of command until Secretary of State James Madison himself denied the request, eventually saying that he believed these particular seamen to be American citizens.

Affidavits obtained later showed that William Ware and John Strahan (Strachan in some reports) had been born in Maryland and that Daniel Martin had been brought to Massachusetts as an indentured servant at the age of six. All three claimed that they had been impressed against their will into the Royal Navy. The British claimed that the three had enlisted. Even if the latter was true, Madison took the legal position that the enlistment of American citizens by a belligerent power when their own country was neutral was void. The three seamen in question were to remain on the Chesapeake.2

While they did so, there were rumors about Norfolk that others aboard the Chesapeake might be British deserters. British captains reported their frustrations with the situation up their own chain of command to Vice Admiral George Cranfield Berkeley, commanding His Majestys ships throughout North America. Berkeley dispatched orders from his headquarters in Halifax, Nova Scotia, that any ship that encountered the Chesapeake at sea should stop her, show his order, and conduct a search for deserters.

Berkeleys order was carried to the British squadron off the Virginia Capes by HMS Leopard, a fifty-gun frigate under the command of Captain Salusbury P. Humphreys. The Leopard arrived off the Virginia Capes on June 21, 1807. The next day, the Chesapeake sailed from Norfolk.

The Chesapeake was under the nominal command of Captain Charles Gordon, but was serving as the flagship of Commodore James Barron, who had already distinguished himself in previous operations in the Mediterranean. While it was Gordons responsibility to have a trained and able crew and to take such steps as might be necessary to defend his vessel, he was all too happy to defer to Barron, particularly in light of the events that soon transpired. Certainly Gordon was aware of rumors that the captain of the Melampus had threatened to remove the three seamen from the Chesapeake by force. Nonetheless, he anticipated no trouble and did nothing to prepare for it as his ship weighed anchor.3

About nine oclock on the morning of June 22, the Chesapeake sailed past the Melampus at anchor in Lynnhaven Bay, without incident. By noon her lookouts sighted another ship off Cape Henry. This proved to be the Leopard. The British frigate began to shadow the Chesapeake, but neither Gordon nor Barron grew uneasy, even after both ships passed into international waters later that afternoon. Then, about ten miles off Cape Henry, the Leopard closed with the Chesapeake and hailed her. Hearing that Captain Humphreys desired to send a messenger aboard, Barron ordered the Chesapeake to heave to. When the messenger stepped onto the deck before Barron, it was to deliver Admiral Berkeleys ultimatum that the ship be searched for British deserters. It was hardly the action one routinely took on board a neutral warship in international waters, but Berkeleys orders were evidently ringing loudly in Humphreyss ears.4

Incredulous at such British audacity, Barron firmly refused the search request and ordered the messenger returned to the Leopard. As the messenger departed, Barron ordered Gordon to bring the Chesapeake to general quarters without beat of drum so as not to provoke hostility if none was designed.5 He need not have worried. Gordons crew was poorly trained, and the order began to be executed only at a disorganized and belabored pace.


There followed some minutes of shouted conversation between Barron and Humphreys through speaking trumpetswhich included Barrons repeated assertions that he could not understand what was being said. Finally the Leopard fired a warning shot and then a full broadside into the unprepared Chesapeake. All the while, the Chesapeakes guns remained covered and, in the words of Theodore Roosevelt in his The Naval War of 1812, so lumbered up that she could not return a shot.6

Unable to return fire, Barron struck his colors. Three of his crew lay dead; eight others were seriously wounded. Ten more, including Barron himself, were slightly wounded. Humphreys dispatched a boarding party to conduct the search and examine the 370-some members of the Chesapeakes crew. The British removed the disputed Ware, Strahan, and Martin, as well as a John Wilson, alias Jenkin Ratford, who was both a deserter and a British subject. Before sailing, Ratford had boasted of his escape in the bars of Norfolk, and the British later took great delight in hanging him in Halifax.

After the four men were on board the Leopard, Humphreys declined to take the Chesapeake as a prize, sensing correctly that such action would be an even more flagrant act of war than that which he had already committed with his broadside. He ordered the Leopard to join the British squadron in Lynnhaven Bay. Meanwhile, as dusk fell, the Chesapeake got up sail and limped back to Hampton Roads with three and a half feet of water in her hold.7

The sight of dead and wounded American sailors being taken off the Chesapeake caused an instant uproar around Hampton Roads. Indignation spread as Barrons report of the incident reached the secretary of the navy in Washington. Soon, demands for immediate redress resounded in all corners of the country. Talk of war was rampant. The sectional rivalries over the federal banking system and Jeffersons purchase of Louisiana melted into the background. As he carefully considered an American response, Thomas Jefferson correctly observed that the British have often enough, God knows, given us cause of war before; but it has been on points which would not have united the nation. But now they have touched a chord which vibrates in every heart.8

In fact, the Leopards broadside into the Chesapeake did more to unify the country in 1807 than the rhetoric of a hundred war hawks would in 1812. Even Federalist John Adams joined in the thunder. No nation, asserted Adams, can be Independent which suffers her Citizens to be stolen from her at the discretion of the Naval or military officers of another.9 Had Congress been in session or Jefferson been inclined to summon it, a declaration of war might have ensued in the summer of 1807.

As it was, most in the countryincluding Jeffersonwere too consumed that summer by Aaron Burrs trial in Richmond to make good boasts of war. In the end, Jefferson chose to ban all British ships from American ports and resort to an economic embargo. Meanwhile, James Barron was made the scapegoat. He was tried before a naval court of inquiry for neglect of duty, convicted, and relieved of any command for five years. It was a lesson the American navy would remember. Never again would an American captain be so slow to unlimber his guns. As for the Chesapeake, she would live to fight another day.



It helped to calm the American clamor for war in the wake of the Chesapeake affair that His Majestys Government quickly conceded that Captain Humphreyss actions had been grossly in violation of international law. Not even the British were willing to force enough of a stiff upper lip to claim the right to search a sovereign man-of-war in international waters. Admiral Berkeley himself was recalled. Prompt restitution, however, was another matter. So, too, was any change in British impressment policies.10

What eventually occurred was a tit-for-tat of the sort that would be repeated later when the issue was one of the burning of capitals and not just impressed sailors. On May 1, 1811, almost four years after the Chesapeake affair and while American and British ministers were still trying to agree to some measure of restitution, a press gang from the frigate HMS Guerrire impressed an American sailor from a coastal vessel off New York harbor. Captain John Rodgers and the American frigate USS President sailed in search of the Guerrire but in the dark of night mistook the smaller sloop HMS Little Belt for the frigate.

On May 16, 1811, the President opened fire. While the Little Belt gamely exchanged a couple of broadsides with her, the frigate escaped scot-free while the sloop was nearly knocked to pieces.11 Nine British sailors were killed and twenty-three wounded. It was as flagrant an act of war as had been the Leopards firing on the Chesapeake, and while it momentarily quickened the drumbeats of war, it did provide a trade-off with which finally to settle the Chesapeake affair.







    

WAR HAWKS AND TIPPECANOE




There was one distinct region of the country where talk of war with Great Britain did not cool in the aftermath of the Chesapeake affair. This was the western frontier. In the years following the Revolutionary War, the countrys adventuresome had spilled westward across the Appalachian Mountains into the headwaters of the Ohio and Tennessee rivers. By and large, they were the free spirits of the agefiercely independent, politically liberal, and driven by the challenge of taming a wilderness. These were the men and women who had been quick to welcome Aaron Burrnot because he whispered of treason against the United States, but because he dreamed of greater empires extending northward to Canada and southward to Mexico.

In the wake of the Revolution, the federal government exerted its sovereignty and extinguished the claims of individual states to lands west of the Appalachians that had previously been held by Great Britain. In 1787even before the Constitution was ratifiedCongress looked at the vast triangle between the Ohio River, the Great Lakes, and the Mississippi, and created the Northwest Territory. The Northwest Ordinance of 1787 decreed that out of this sweep of land could be carved not fewer than three and not more than five new states. When five thousand men of voting age had settled in one particular section of the territory, that region could become a separate territory, elect a legislature, and send a nonvoting delegate to Congress. When that territorys population reached sixty thousand, it could become a state.

Two events built on the legal framework of the Northwest Ordinance and encouraged the rapid settlement of the Northwest Territory. In 1794 pro-British Federalists negotiated Jays Treaty with Great Britain. While principally concerned with normalizing relations and promoting trade between the two countries, the treaty also required the British to abandon all their military posts on the American side of the Great Lakes. This served to make good Great Britains Revolutionary War concessions and better delineate the boundary between the Northwest Territory and Canada.

Also in 1794, Revolutionary War veteran General Mad Anthony Wayne led an army of regulars and militia north from the site of Cincinnati along the future Indiana-Ohio border and defeated a combined Indian force that included Delaware, Miami, Ottawa, Potawatomi, and Shawnee at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. (Because all contemporary and most secondary accounts of the War of 1812 use the term Indians, it has been retained in collective references rather than the currently accepted Native Americans.) Among the Shawnee present at the battle was an up-and-coming young chief named Tecumseh. Wayne followed up his victory by negotiating the Treaty of Greenville in 1795, whereby the assembled tribes ceded major chunks of territory. The result was that most of Ohio and eastern Indiana was opened to settlement. Harman and Margaret Blennerhassett were among those who joined the rush to these lands.

By 1803, Ohio was the seventeenth state. Indiana hoped that it would be next. Despite Waynes victory at Fallen Timbers, however, this rapid expansion caused repeated conflicts between Indians and incoming white settlers. While some confrontations were strictly local, both the United States and Great Britain long suspected each other of surreptitiously provoking Indian unrest against the other as part of its broader frontier policy. It was hardly that clear-cut. But as the drumbeats of war with Great Britain grew louder, Niles Weekly Register summed up the feelings along the American frontier. We have had but one opinion as to the cause of the depredations of the Indians, the paper asserted, which was, and is, that they are instigated and supported by the British in Canada, any official declaration to the contrary notwithstanding.1

And most westerners made no secret of the fact that they coveted Canada itself. American interest in Canada was nothing new. Aaron Burr and General Wilkinson had both been young lieutenants at Benedict Arnolds side during the 1775 Revolutionary War attempt to seize Quebec. Many postwar leadersFederalist and Republican alikeassumed that Canada was a plum that would someday drop into the American union. (Even after the Civil War, there were still those in the American Congress who argued for the annexation of Canada as compensation for Great Britains less than neutral assistance to Confederate raiders such as CSS Alabama and CSS Shenandoah.)

These twin issues of Indian unrest and a lust for additional territory beyond the Great Lakes heated the pot of war sentiment on the western frontier. Thoughts of quelling Indian influence for good and ousting Great Britain from Canada became the rallying cry for Henry Clay and his close-knit circle of political compatriots who came to be called the war hawks.

A Virginian by birth, Henry Clay had already brushed against history as Aaron Burrs lawyer after his first arraignment in Frankfurt, and as the Kentucky representative of Andrew Jacksons trading enterprises. After Kentucky became a state, Clay served two piecemeal terms in the U.S. Senate before being elected to the U.S. House of Representatives in 1810. He was immediately elected Speaker of the House.

Since he was not yet thirty-five and a freshman representative, Clays election to the speakership was evidence both of his ability to articulate the position of the war hawks and the fact that the election of 1810 produced 59 freshmen members of Congress out of 142an unusually high turnover rate even then. It helped, too, that the Republicanswho were beginning to call themselves Democratic-Republicanscontrolled the House of Representatives 108 to 36 over the Federalists, and the Senate by an even greater margin of 30 to 6.

Clays fellow war hawks included Richard Mentor Johnson of Kentucky, Felix Grundy of Tennessee, John C. Calhoun of South Carolina, George M. Troup of Georgia, and Peter B. Porter of New York, the last a state that by no small coincidence bordered on Canada. Nationalistic in policy, prompt with a dueling pistol when polite discussion failed, the war hawks were the young Turks of the era: too young to remember the devastation of the last war, and certain of their invincibility in the next.2

Clays talents quickly made the heretofore largely ceremonial speakership a position of true power. He unceremoniously ordered crusty John Randolph of Virginia to remove his dog from the House floorsomething no previous Speaker had dared to dobut he also exerted power to direct debate, interpret rules, and, most important, to pack key committees with his fellow war hawks. When one report of the Committee on Foreign Relations came to the House floor, Randolphperhaps still chafing over the expulsion of his dogdeclared in exasperation: we have heard but one wordlike the whip-poor-will, but one eternal monotonous toneCanada! Canada! Canada!3 Under Clays leadership, the Twelfth Congress became known to history as the War Congress, and Clay ensured that it stayed on the road to war.


One westerner and Clay ally was already well on the road to war. His name was William Henry Harrison, and he was governor of Indiana Territory. He had been born on February 9, 1773, in Charles City County, Virginia. His father, Benjamin, had signed the Declaration of Independence and twice been elected governor of Virginia. Young William received his army commission from President George Washington and was soon aide-de-camp to General Mad Anthony Wayne. In that capacity he laid out the plan of march that culminated in Waynes victory at the Battle of Fallen Timbers. Waynes advance north from Cincinnati had been plodding and cautious, but with strength in numbers that made certain that the defeats that had befallen previous American military forays into the Northwest Territory would not be repeated.

After commanding Fort Washington at the site of present-day Cincinnati, Harrison resigned his commission in 1798 and accepted President John Adamss appointment as secretary of the Northwest Territory. When the territory of Indiana was carved out of the larger territory in 1800, Harrison was appointed its governor.4

Over the next decade, Governor Harrison engineered a series of land deals with various Indian tribes by frequently promising aid against their traditional enemies in exchange for land, but then promising competing tribes rights to the same lands. It was a classic strategy of divide and conquer, and the map of the Northwest Territory was soon covered with the cross claims of various Indian nations and the checkerboard townships marking the steady advance of white settlers. If such tactics were duplicitous, they were common on the American frontier, and in Harrisons mind, the end clearly justified the means. The end he sought to secure was ownership of the rich prairie land along the Wabashwhat he termed one of the fairest portions of the globeas the seat of civilization, of science, and of true religion.5

Harrisons shrewdest bargain was the Treaty of Fort Wayne. In September 1809 Harrison summoned tribal representatives to meet him at the fort, some two hundred miles northeast of the territorial capital of Vincennes. After the ink marks dried, Delaware, Miami, Kickapoo, Potawatomi, and others had given up three million acres between the Wabash and White rivers, essentially the western portion of central Indiana. The transaction cost the United States government about a third of a penny per acre in annuities and goods. The land office would soon be selling the same lands to farmers for two dollars per acre. I think, wrote Harrison to Secretary of War William Eustis, upon the whole that the bargain is a better one than any made by me for lands south of the Wabash.6


There was, however, one Indian tribe conspicuously absent from the Treaty of Fort Wayne. The Shawnee and their principal chief, Tecumseh, had not been invited to the gathering. Harrison reported to the Indiana legislature that this was because it has never been suggested that they could plead even the title of occupancy to the lands which were then conveyed to the United States.7 Harrison thought that the Miami had the much stronger claim to these lands, and that the Shawnee were but recent, nomadic arrivals.

The Shawnee were certainly no strangers to migration. Originally they had lived in the western Carolinas and Georgia. Wars with the Creeks forced them northward in two groups to the Wabash Valley of Indiana and the Wyoming Valley of Pennsylvania. The Pennsylvania group was soon forced westward into Ohio, and in 1768 Tecumseh was born there on the Mad River near present-day Dayton. He had considerable contact with white settlerseven courting a settlers daughter for a time according to some sources.8 The exact number of Tecumsehs siblings and the order of his birth in his family are in doubt, but what is clear is that he had a younger brother
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