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			To Carolina Montgomery Groom—age seven

			When you would come into my office and ask what I was writing, I told you it was a story about pirates and Indians and generals and heroes, and one of your own ancestors from long ago—all in your favorite city (the one with the big zoo). Well, here it is.

			Your loving papa

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			At the same time this book was going to press, the destructive hurricane Katrina struck the New Orleans area. Among the most devastated parts of the city was St. Bernard Parish, where the Battle of New Orleans was fought. The battlefield itself, now a national historical site maintained and operated by the National Park Service, was, at the end of September 2005, under several feet of water. The historical papers, paintings, maps, and other original documents are apparently saved, having been moved before the storm to other parts of the state from the Historic New Orleans Collection, the Williams Research Center, the Louisiana State Museum, and other archival entities.
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			Introduction

			Most gratifying for any writer of histories is being able somehow to connect yourself to the events you’re describing; it adds an extra impetus—the almost bone-shivering feeling that you might actually be a small part of it, a slender thread that binds. I remember how whenever the historian Steve Ambrose, a friend who lived not far from here, began a new project he would first of all collect every relic he could find from the era he was writing about and clutter his office with them, just to keep himself in the spirit. And when that book was finished he’d then clear them out and start all over again, getting up a new collection to suit his next topic.

			The last time I saw him do this was when he was writing Nothing Like It in the World, about the construction of the American transcontinental railroad, completed in 1869. Steve had somehow acquired an old topographical tableau under glass, about six or eight feet long and taking up the whole center of his office, that laid out in bas-relief the entire Western United States from Omaha, Nebraska, to Sacramento, California, with mountains, rivers, plains, deserts, and so forth, and model tracks and trains with little tin men working on them, like those collections of toy soldiers children used to play with after World War I.

			I’ve been lucky enough to have experienced this sensation myself, mostly through direct ancestral involvement, although my people have not by and large been professional soldiers. In Shrouds of Glory: From Atlanta to Nashville: The Last Great Campaign of the Civil War (1995), it was through my great-grandfather Fremont Sterling Thrower, who left college in 1862 to serve with the cavalry of the Confederate general Joseph “Fighting Joe” Wheeler.

			In A Storm in Flanders: The Ypres Salient, 1914–1918: Tragedy and Triumph on the Western Front (2002), inspiration was drawn through my grandfather, who fought in France with an American infantry division, and who, after a few years and another visit to France, brought back a Michelin Company illustrated guidebook of those terrible battlefields, a book that impressed itself into my memory when I was a teenager.

			In 1942: The Year That Tried Men’s Souls (2005), my father’s service as a U.S. Army officer during World War II led to an even closer connection. I’d heard for much of my life his stories, and those of his friends, around the dinner table, stories of “Before the war . . . ,” “During the war . . . ,” and “After the war . . .”

			Now here, to my surprise and delight, in this book on the dramatic and decisive end of the War of 1812, yet another ancestor has given me stimulus to recount the heroic events that occurred so long ago and far away. His name was Major Elijah Montgomery, of General Andrew Jackson’s army at the critical Battle of New Orleans in late 1814 and early 1815, which forever crushed England’s notion of reclaiming her dominant presence on American soil.

			The source for these ancestral characters has been gleaned primarily from sheaves of old papers, letters, and other documents recovered nearly a quarter century ago in the attic of my parents’ home. My family, all of them, were inveterate collectors, pack rats if you will, and over the generations a wealth of such information had been handed down. None of them, I imagine, had any real idea of what to do with it all, just that it oughtn’t to be thrown away. Thus it was meticulously kept and stored in small packets tied with pink or blue ribbons, a quaint custom of the day, it seems, and saved in small metal strongboxes or wooden boxes. All of it at some point finally wound up in my parents’ attic and, after their deaths, made its way into my own cabinets.

			Major Elijah Montgomery was my great-great-great-grandfather, on my father’s side of the family. He was born on the Northern Neck of Virginia (near Yorktown) in 1777 and died on his plantation near Mobile, Alabama, in 1831, at the age of fifty-four. I had heard my grandmother speak of him, although he had died well before she was born in the 1880s, but she’d listened as a young woman when her own grandmother—Elijah’s daughter—told her stories about him. As a young boy I heard some of my grandmother’s tales repeated: that Elijah was an officer in the War of 1812; that he had accumulated substantial holdings; that he died leaving two young daughters who were swindled out of their fortune by an unconscionable guardian appointed by the courts; and so on. It’s a shame, though, in retrospect, that I didn’t listen more closely as a youngster.

			After I decided to write this book, I returned to the old papers to see just who and what Elijah Montgomery had been and what he had done, on an outside hunch that he might have had some role in the Battle of New Orleans. Little did I know! Many of the documents are crumbling; those particular papers are now nearly two hundred years old and a few will break up in your fingers—living history half vanished in an instant. But as I carefully untied the bits of ribbon and string around the packets and laid out their contents on a table in my office, a life began to reassemble itself—the life of a soldier, a war hero, a Southern planter and father—a man born during the American Revolution who lived in the strange and distant times of ferocious Indians, of slavery and duels, of wars with Englishmen and the birth of a new nation among deep forests reminiscent of Cooper’s Leatherstocking Tales.

			It seems ironic that some of the papers most useful in reconstructing the life of Elijah Montgomery are court records concerning the disposition of his estate, following his death in 1831. You can learn a lot about a man by looking at these things, especially when the laws of probate were such as in bygone days. Anybody who feels a shudder over the so-called death tax today ought to go back and look at probate papers from the mid-1800s; that will really give you a fright—government people rummaging through your most private stuff. States had no income taxes then, and a principal way revenue was raised was to go after the property of the dead—every scrap of it—to collect the government’s share.

			Elijah must have had a lengthy final illness as the nineteenth century entered its fourth decade, given the medical bills paid out by his estate after his death. Then, within a few weeks, courts in Alabama appointed assessors and masters who rushed in to pick through and inventory every item of value he owned in this world, as well as to list (and tax) any moneys yet owed him and record and pay any of his legitimate debts so as to get it all settled—including $45 to the man who built his casket ($965 in today’s dollars).

			Samples of the property we know Elijah possessed, in no particular order, follow:

			


			
				
						5
						horses
						$925
				

				
						1
						old horse [presumably destined for the glue factory]
						$21
				

				
						1
						stew pan
						$1
				

				
						10
						satin sheets
						$20
				

				
						4
						btls mustard
						$1
				

				
						9
						feet rope [“at 14c per foot”]
						$1.26
				

				
						1
						buff evening vest
						$3
				

				
						6
						pair fine window curtains
						$30
				

				
						2
						5lb bags of nails
						$.75
				

				
						16
						saws [“three rust out”]
						$12
				

				
						4
						loafs sugar
						$1
				

				
						13
						qts. tea
						$4
				

			

			


			So it goes on page after page, but you get the drift: tables, sofas and chairs, items in the pantry or the bedroom or the closet, needles and spools of thread, rifles and shotguns, rings and cuff links, lumber, stands of bricks, pots and pans; the tax assessors overlooked nothing.

			Elijah also had more important things for the state, city, and county to evaluate, taxwise, such as “1 large silver spoon $35,” as well as china, silver flatware, crystal, vases, lace tablecloths and napkins, napkin rings, wagons, animal harnesses, several teams of oxen, blacksmith’s tools, plows, shovels, wheelbarrows, 1,985 sap buckets, a piano, a fishing skiff, and a sailboat (“sloop rig, about 20 feet”); official value was stamped upon it all. The probate file I went through is nearly half a foot thick.

			From the look of it, Elijah was a drinking man, too, or at the very least he liked to throw parties. This taxable inventory included:

			


			
				
						3
						bbls Scotch Whisky
						$85
				

				
						5
						bottles Champagne
						$11
				

				
						5
						casks Monongahela Whisky [likely riverboat moonshine]
						$60
				

				
						1
						gallon whisky [local rot gut, no doubt]
						$1
				

			

			


			Then there were his home and his lands, all assessed to the last penny. The property was vast, some 8,866 acres (about fifteen square miles, much of it on the Dog River), which had been the dowry of his first wife, Carolina Hollinger, under a land grant to her family by the British government in 1767, eight years before the Revolution and ten years before Elijah was born. It was here—near Mobile, where I grew up—that after his service during the War of 1812 Elijah settled and established his plantation, where he grew cotton and produced turpentine, sap, and tars (for paints, corkings, and related things) from the great stands of native longleaf pines on the property.

			There were also debts to be paid and debts to be collected by the estate. According to court papers, Montgomery owed $231 to a Mobile tailor shop and $120 to a man who had sold him a racehorse. In turn, his estate was owed various debts, including $50 from a man named Middleton who had written him a poignant letter dated October 28, 1829, and addressed to “My dear Major,” saying, in part: “I am much in distress in making up a sum of money to pay [illegible] for fifty dollars [$1,000 in today’s money] and in having buried my little daughter yesterday & am but poorly fitted to make an effort to raise any amt. in town. Make an effort, my good friend to let me have the amt. It would add another of the many favors for which I shall always feel under obligations to you.”

			Apparently Elijah sent Middleton the money he asked for, since the tax people were there to collect and tax it after he died. It’s all set down in court papers, written in an exquisitely flourished ink-pen cuneiform unknown in what passes for calligraphy today.

			Elijah also owned slaves, thirty-six of them to be exact, according to the probate records. They are all listed: “William, Edwin, Indiana, Alaria, Graham, Lizzy . . . twelve men, eight women, nine boys, six girls, one infant,” collectively valued by the court at nearly $15,000 ($334,000 in today’s dollars). The able-bodied male slaves were valued at $500 each, women at $400, and children not yet in their teens at about $250. There was one, Molly, “age about 60,” who was valued at only $50, presumably because of her age and because the laws of the state obligated owners to provide care for their older charges.

			I’m not proud that my ancestors owned slaves, but neither do I subscribe to the historic fallacy of assigning present-day ethics or morals to such a widely accepted practice by people who lived nearly two hundred years ago. Virtually every family of means in the South had slaves then (and many in the North, too—let alone slaveholders in Britain, France, Portugal, and elsewhere), including twelve of the first fifteen U.S. presidents and most of the nation’s Founding Fathers, abominable as we consider it today. It has taken long years and countless deaths of men good and bad to arrive at our present state of morality about this matter.

			From the papers of the probate, there’s fragmentary evidence that Elijah took pretty good care of his slaves; at least one hopes so. Among the items paid out were $188 for “11 barrels of pork and 405 rashers of bacon,” $64 “for medical services for negroes,” as well as maintenance of a sort of nursery: $20 “for provisions and supplies for negro woman Molly [she of the meager $50 value] who has charge of sundry children of the estate.” There is also a bill for “$7 for burying the negro Ned.”

			One of the final and most heart-wrenching acts of the administrator of probate is recorded in these documents as well. This was the auctioning off of Elijah’s slaves to liquidate his estate and settle the remaining taxes. On March 25, 1834, some twenty-eight slaves were divided into four lots and sold on the steps of the Mobile County courthouse. They brought $9,900—minus commission. (From the names and ages given in the papers, it would appear that they were sold off as families.)

			One supposes that Elijah’s widow, Adaline, did not feel up to running the plantation by herself and, with her two stepdaughters, wished to move into the city, some fifteen miles north. (Elijah’s first wife, Carolina Hollinger, before she died in 1826 had borne him two girls, Mary Montgomery, nine at the time of his death, and Carolina Montgomery, seven.) At least some of the remaining slaves probably went with them as house servants.

			One might question why, if Elijah was a relatively wealthy and decent man, he didn’t simply free his slaves as George Washington had in his will upon his death in 1799. The answer is that by the 1830s, according to the “manumission laws” in Alabama, as in most other Deep South states, the state legislatures had made it illegal for an owner to free his slaves unless it could be proven in court that a particular slave had actually, and physically, saved the life of the owner or a member of his family, or had performed a similar service—and even then, the freed slave was required to leave the state within thirty days (but not with his or her family) under penalty of being sold off into slavery again.* 1

			In any case, when all was said and done, the estate Elijah Montgomery left Adaline and his two young daughters—personal property, home, slaves, and acreage—was worth, in today’s dollars, about $2.7 million, minus taxes and lawyer’s fees, of course. Still, not a bad windup for a boy from Virginia who had had to join the army to make a living.

			How Elijah came to be at the Battle of New Orleans, and a hero at that, may likewise be pieced together from fragments found in the old attic strongbox. In the America of the eighteenth century, particularly in Virginia, where Elijah was born when it was still under British rule of law, the oldest male heir inherited the bulk of his family’s estate. Of the others, it was anticipated that the girls would marry (and marry well) and that the younger boys would find themselves work suitable to their status. Often this entailed leaving their birthplace to seek opportunity and fortune across the Alleghenies in the rich and newly opened lands of Kentucky, Tennessee, Ohio, and Illinois.

			Elijah most likely ventured forth on this course sometime in his early twenties. I could find no record of his schooling, but from the elegance of his signature and other of his scant writings in my possession, it can be reasonably deduced that he had a semblance of a proper education. At some point he settled in Kentucky, at Lexington, where, in 1808, at the age of thirty-one, he was commissioned as an officer of the newly organized 7th Infantry, a regiment of the regular U.S. Army.

			This, and much of the other information on Elijah’s military service, comes from a letter found in the strongbox from the adjutant general of the U.S. Army to my grandmother, dated July 8, 1931. Elijah’s age at the time of his commissioning was rather old for a second lieutenant, and one can probably assume that whatever it was he was doing in Kentucky had not turned out very well, since applying for service as a professional soldier at the age of thirty-one was equivalent to spending the rest of your life’s career in the military, starting out at the very bottom rung of the officer corps at that.

			The 7th Infantry Regiment—about 400 to 600 men, depending on circumstances—remains to this day (according to its official Web site) the most decorated infantry regiment in the United States Army. In the early 1800s it was sent by the War Department to New Orleans, newly acquired in the Louisiana Purchase, as its permanent base, though the regiment was expected to operate up and down the Mississippi, on both sides of the river. By the time war with England broke out in 1812, Elijah had been promoted to first lieutenant, and the regiment was sent north to Ohio and Indiana, to fight hostile Indians who were being stirred up by the British from their bases in Canada.

			By May of 1814 Elijah had been promoted to captain and the 7th Regiment was ordered back to New Orleans to defend it against a possible British invasion of Louisiana. There he remained six months later when Andrew Jackson rode into the city to take charge of all defenses. A month afterward, when the Battle of New Orleans broke out in earnest on December 23, 1814, Elijah rendered outstanding performance during the three bitter weeks of fighting.

			There were no such things as military medals in the American army in those days—the little doodads that were scornfully thought to smack of the be-braided and be-decorated affectations of officers of the enemy, His Royal Britannic Majesty’s imperial army. The “common” Americans wanted nothing to do with any of that. What served instead for medals and decorations in the U.S. Army was to be “Mentioned in Dispatches” by the commanding officer in his reports to the War Department in Washington.* 2

			On January 8, 1815, the day on which the great battle culminated, General Andrew Jackson personally promoted Elijah to the rank of major on the spot, “for gallant conduct,” and mentioned him in dispatches thusly, in a letter dated January 25, 1815, to Secretary of War James Monroe. Jackson wrote: “Captain’s [sic] Montgomery, Vail and Allen, of the Seventh Regiment, acted well during the whole campaign. They are certainly good captains, and merit promotion.”

			Elijah remained in the U.S. Army for another seven years; then, on June 1, 1821, he received an honorable discharge at Blakely, Alabama, a small army outpost across Mobile Bay from the city (ironically, the site of the last major battle of the Civil War, some forty-four years later). Obviously he had found something attractive about the place. Mobile was flourishing then, as both a seaport and a river port city, and with the same French-Spanish cultural heritage and architecture as New Orleans, but on a smaller scale.

			Precisely when he met and married my great-great-great-grandmother Carolina Hollinger and when he began working his large plantation near the city is not known to me, though likely it can be found in Mobile’s marriage and property record books. Nor do we know much else about his personal life. Had he fallen in love earlier? Fought duels? Started a business and lost it in those turbulent times? Elijah would have been about four years old when the famous surrender by Cornwallis to George Washington at Yorktown, Virginia, which ended the Revolutionary War, took place very near his family’s home. Might he have witnessed it? At New Orleans, he met General Jackson and surely must have met Jean Laffite and his band of “pirates” as well; after all, he fought alongside them on a daily basis for several desperate weeks.

			During his lifetime Elijah had crossed over from one century to the next, into an age of steamboats, railroads, and the telegraph, and saw his former commanding general elected president of the United States. From scraps of paper in the strongbox, it appears that Elijah in his later years was an esteemed citizen of Mobile, known universally as “Major Montgomery,” who lived out the remaining ten years of his life amassing a fair fortune and leaving behind the wonderful legacy of two young daughters, one of whom, Carolina Montgomery, is the namesake for my own seven-year-old daughter, Carolina Montgomery Groom.

			And what of all his property holdings, those 8,866 acres on the lovely Dog River? I know something about that, too. It was ever-divided among successive generations. Elijah’s daughter Carolina Montgomery married Sterling Thrower and one of their sons, Fremont Thrower, my great-grandfather—the one who went off to fight in the Civil War—inherited a small part of it, about 225 acres, which upon his return from the war he used as a hunting and fishing retreat. After his death in 1924, my grandparents built a home there on the banks of a creek off that lazy blackwater river, where I played as a little boy amid gardens of azaleas and camellias and mossy oaks and pines, and later as a young man hunted quail and fished the river’s fertile waters. About half the remaining property was sold off in the 1950s and ’60s, and the rest I myself inherited upon my father’s death. Over the years I’ve donated it all as charitable gifts—to my father’s college, to my old prep school, and to my own alma mater—all except for a few solitary acres, much of it marshland, which I keep for sentimental reasons. And upon which I still pay the taxes.

			One more thing. I may have Elijah’s sword from the Battle of New Orleans. It was the sword that always hung above my grandparents’ fireplace in my earliest memories, and which now hangs above the fireplace in my own office; it was my great-grandfather’s sword during his service in the Civil War cavalry—this much I know from my grandmother, who knew my great-grandfather Fremont well, since he lived until she herself was in her late thirties. When I inherited the sword in the 1990s, I took it to a dealer in antique arms to see what else could be learned about it.

			“It’s not from the Civil War period,” he said authoritatively. “This sword was manufactured in the era of the War of 1812.” Then he proceeded to explain why.

			That was always puzzling until just lately when I got to thinking and began going through all the family papers. My great-grandfather Fremont left Springhill College in 1862 at the age of eighteen to join the 56th Alabama Cavalry Regiment, which, like all Southern cavalry, was expected to arm, equip, and mount itself, not relying on the Confederate government at Richmond. Might it not be too far a stretch to assume that the sword probably had been handed down to him from his own grandfather Elijah Montgomery—the same sword that Elijah had worn at the Battle of New Orleans in 1814—and that Great-grandfather Fremont took it along himself into the Confederate army? After all, the South didn’t have many sword factories then, and a sword was just a sword in those days, wasn’t it? At least it’s interesting to think so.

			And by the way, this was a working sword, not a fancy dress-up ornament for parades and balls. There’s a dark, long-dried, brownish-red substance on the top crease of the sword that family tradition has long had it must have been the blood of some Yankee, hacked out in Civil War combat.

			Might it not instead be the “blood of an Englishman” from fifty years earlier—“Fee, Fie, Foe, Fum”? It’s sometimes said there were giants of men at that time, too. Which brings me back to the subject at hand.

			Point Clear, Alabama 
MARCH 11, 2005

		

	
		
			Prologue

			History is strewn with stern and peculiar endings, and were it not for the tenacity of Andrew Jackson and his makeshift army, the whole American experience might have been different. The Battle of New Orleans was fought in a thunder of electric-like flashes, of swords, cannon blasts, and rifle fire that became almost Shakesperean in its final, epic crescendo. When the battle ended, the American civilian-soldiers from the Southland had held the field against a trained and experienced British army, a force conceded by everyone to be the best in the world: men who had arrived riding the crest of recent victories over Napoleon’s fabled legions, men who had run over the feeble American militia and burned down the American capital at Washington—an enemy that had crossed the Atlantic with all the accumulated knowledge of its civilization to crush the upstart Americans.

			This great force was defeated by men wearing rags, derided as “dirty-shirts,” men without proper military training and weapons, scorned as scum of the earth, men who had no mirror to hold up against a future as they faced the Duke of Wellington’s smartly attired red-coated veterans, who marched against them with the attitude of soldiers who owned the very ground they trod upon.

			The American Founding Fathers, nearly forty years earlier, were never quite sure that democracy would work, especially during wartime, and the British were absolutely convinced that it wouldn’t. In their country, the king still more or less called the tune and his subjects danced the dance (and paid the piper, too). Their very Englishness had instilled in them a heightened sense of the rightness and superiority of their own way, and had provoked their fear and hatred of outlandish notions such as “democracy” and “republics.”

			Into this mix entered Andrew Jackson, a backwoods country lawyer and politician who commanded the American forces. He was a man ripe for the task, despising the British with a hate that was almost ignoble, having been brutalized by them during the Revolutionary War and with most of his family having been killed by them in one way or another. If history ever beckoned a man into a crisis, it was during this confrontation.

			That same moment propelled another man onto the stage, one reviled by some as a pirate, the Frenchman Jean Laffite, who had had his run-ins with the law. But in this case the “pirate” turned patriot and sent his fierce crews into the fray at precisely the right time, and with the very real danger of finding himself swinging from a British hangman’s rope.

			The outcome reverberated across the globe, and in the process rekindled the spirit of America for generations to come.

		

	
		
			One

			By late autumn 1814, the United States of America, a nation barely thirty years old, was shaky, divided, and on the verge of dissolving. The treasury was empty, most public buildings in Washington, including the Capitol, the White House, and the Library of Congress, had been burned to ashes by a victorious and vengeful British army. New England, the wealthiest and most populous section of the new country, was threatening to secede from the still fragile Union. After two years of war with Great Britain, it appeared to many Americans that their experiment in democracy—the likes of which the world had never seen—might only have been some strange, nonsustainable political trial and, worse, that a return to the unwelcome fraternal embrace of the English kings seemed inevitable.

			American seaports from the Atlantic to the Gulf of Mexico were blockaded by the British navy and the economy was in ruins because of it, with goods and crops piled up and rotting on the wharves. The U.S. Army was stymied and stalemated; the navy, such as it was, had fared little better, except on the Great Lakes. There was finger-pointing, recrimination, and torment everywhere, from the Congress to the press to ordinary citizens; no one was spared.

			Then, as autumn leaves began to fall, a mighty British armada appeared off the Louisiana coast with the stated purpose of capturing New Orleans, America’s crown jewel of the West and gateway to all commerce in the great Mississippi River Basin, a misfortune that would have split the United States in two. New Orleans was as nearly defenseless as a city could be in those days, with only two understrength regular army regiments totaling about 1,100 soldiers and a handful of untrained milita to throw against the nearly 20,0 seasoned veterans of the British army and navy who were descending upon it as swiftly and surely as a tropical cyclone.

			As word of the impending invasion reached decimated and burned-out Washington, President James Madison and Secretary of War James Monroe sent urgent pleas for the Western states to come to the aid of their stricken countrymen west of the Mississippi. Backwoodsmen from Tennessee and Kentucky were thus recruited into makeshift army units, but they were far off—as much as seven hundred miles by land and two thousand miles by water—and river transportation was mostly by slow river rafts and flatboats. It was doubtful they could get there in time. Orders from the secretary of war also went out to the legendary Indian fighter Andrew Jackson, then in nearby Mobile, Alabama, after having defeated the large tribe of Creeks who had just perpetrated the bloodiest massacre in American history. Would he go immediately to New Orleans and take charge?

			Yes, of course—but of what? Jackson must have wondered. The British fleet contained more than a thousand heavy guns against the perhaps three dozen cannons New Orleans could muster, and what of powder and shot, or flints for muskets and rifles? Assuming that the British didn’t overrun them outright, to Jackson’s knowledge there was little or nothing in the way of equipment, munitions, or manpower in New Orleans for a sustained siege. There were more than 10,000 trained, first-rate British redcoats bearing down, plus the larger roster of the British navy’s marines and sailors to support them—all this against fewer than a third that number of untrained and poorly armed Americans, even assuming the rubes from Tennessee and Kentucky did somehow arrive in time for the show. Jackson’s task was daunting, to say the least.

			This was arguably the gloomiest moment in American history before or since, it being almost universally believed that Britain, still smarting from defeat at the hands of the upstart colonies three decades earlier, now seemed determined to crush, humiliate, and retake her lost possession. And as Britain at that time was the wealthiest and most powerful nation on earth, there was little doubt among many Americans that the British could do it—considering what they had done so far—and not a few United States citizens prepared, however grimly, to return hat in hand to the iron fists of His Royal Britannic Majesty and life again under the British lion.

			“I expect at this moment,” declared Lord Castlereagh, the British foreign secretary, “that most of the large seaport towns of America are laid in ashes, that we are in possession of New Orleans, and have command of all the rivers of the Mississippi Valley and the lakes, and that the Americans are now little better than prisoners in their own country.”

			As it turned out, of course, this was not to be, but no one could have known or even expected it at the time. What they hoped for, but did not count on, was the courage and tenacity of a small band of American warriors, probably the most disparate and slapdash army ever assembled on earth. It consisted of Frenchmen, Spaniards, Germans, Irishmen—and their descendants—infantry battalions of freed black men, a handful of gunboat sailors, some displanted Acadians (“Cajuns”) from Nova Scotia, a regiment of pirates and smugglers, a convent of Catholic nuns, companies of prominent New Orleans lawyers and merchants, stranded seamen of all nations, leftover adventurers and soldiers of fortune from the Revolutionary War era, numerous women of New Orleans from high society dames to prostitutes, the two small regiments of U.S. Army regulars, plus the aforesaid backwoodsmen from Tennessee and Kentucky—but what an army they became!

			All of this in due time, but first let us focus on the broader picture of just what the fledgling American nation had become by that time, how its people lived, and what they thought of themselves.

			By 1812 America had grown into a huge but unwieldy economic giant, shipping foodstuffs and raw materials throughout the world. In the more than two centuries since the first colonists settled at Jamestown, huts had been replaced by homes, some of them palatial, and roadways and riverways connected its great cities, which flourished at Philadelphia, Baltimore, New York, Boston, Charleston, and, of course, New Orleans—all of them busy harbor ports. A vast westward expansion had begun, carrying settlers into the fertile lands across the Alleghenies, in the process pushing the Indians out of western New York and Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana, Kentucky, and Tennessee, which were now becoming dotted with farms raising corn, grains, cotton, and other cash crops.

			The U.S. population had doubled in the three decades since the end of the Revolutionary War, so that by 1812 there were some eight million Americans, many of them recent immigrants from Great Britain, Ireland, and Germany, with a smattering of French and Spanish, many of these last settling in New Orleans, Mobile, and Charleston—all adding to the simmering melting pot that was coming to define the United States.

			By the standards of today, transportation and communications were rudimentary, and the sailing vessel remained the most efficient mode of travel. Railroads and steamboats had recently been invented but were not yet in any significant use in the United States. Thus, for instance, it took about a month to send a message by sea or on horseback from New Orleans to Washington City, as the nation’s capital was then called, and another month to receive a reply. The telegraph was still two decades into the future, as were the reaping and threshing machines that took so much of the backbreaking work out of farming. However, Eli Whitney’s cotton gin had opened up the Southern states to abundant cultivation of that fabulous crop, and with it the widespread introduction of slavery into the region.

			In the large cities, gas lighting for homes and streets was just being introduced. Among the wealthier classes, most furnishings, fancy dress, and other high-end items were still imported from Europe and England; the less affluent used cheap local goods or made their own. Newspapers and broadsheets thrived as the principal means of information, and a number of magazines of opinion such as the Niles Weekly Register and Debow’s Review were also widely circulated.

			The cities had immediately become hotbeds of political activity, much to the disappointment (and even disgust) of George Washington, who had consistently warned against it. After the Revolution ended, Americans had quickly divided up into two “factions,” or political parties, as they are now called, which reflected—as they do today—the same two natural divisions of liberal and conservative human philosophy that have dominated political thought ever since the days of ancient Greece and Rome.

			The Federalist party, exemplified by the first U.S. treasury secretary, Alexander Hamilton, a transplanted New Yorker, arguably more closely resembled today’s Democrats, advocating big government and federal involvement in regulating the economy, including government sponsorship of manufacturing, industry, and public works, as well as a national monetary system and a standing army—in short, more federal control—and, of course, higher taxes to support it all.

			On the other hand, the Democratic Republican party, as it was known and defined by Thomas Jefferson and the other Southern presidents, wanted as little government as possible from Washington and, instead, preferred that the various states assume the brunt of governmental activities, including national defense, banking, and, of course, little or no taxation from authorities in Washington. (Plus, there was the ever vexing question of slavery, which Southern states were beginning to suspect was becoming target zero of the small but growing abolitionist movement in the North.)

			To that end, members of both factions had conducted for years a relentless discourse in the nation’s newspapers, treating the reading public to snide, confrontational, and often libelous “letters” published anonymously and signed with pen names usually taken from Greek and Roman classics. This practice sometimes led to duels in which either the offender or the offended was often dispatched to his reward.* 3 In truth, Americans have always been such a fractious people that it remains something of a wonder democracy has survived at all.

			Those citizens who tired of political controversy during the era could indulge in a wealth of literary works by the famous authors and artists of the day. The poems of Lord Byron, William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and Percy Bysshe Shelley found their way across the Atlantic and into American parlors and libraries. So did the novels of Jane Austen and Sir Walter Scott. If Americans wanted to read the literature of their own countrymen, Washington Irving was widely known—he was America’s first internationally acclaimed author—and soon thereafter arose James Fenimore Cooper. For those who craved the visual arts and could make the transatlantic voyage, there were the latter-day European masters Francisco Goya and William Blake, or, if not, there were American artists and portrait painters such as Benjamin West, Charles Willson Peale, Gilbert Stuart, and John Singleton Copley.

			Americans of the 1812 era ate pancakes, which had been around since the time of the ancient Egyptians, and mayonnaise was popular, but they ate no tomatoes, which were widely regarded as poisonous. There were, of course, no potato chips, Wheaties, hamburgers, or hot dogs, and much of the main-course table fare was still wild game: turkey, duck, deer, quail, and squirrel; there was domestic pork, chicken, mutton, beef, and seafood as well. They drank tea and coffee when they could get it and otherwise washed down their meals with wine, cider, or whisky.

			Sudden death was an omnipresent reality, and medicine was in its primitive stages (“bleeding,” for example, was still a widely accepted medical practice, as were blood-sucking leeches, and, as a sort of cure-all for many ailments, patients were commonly fed mercury, one of the most dangerous elements on earth for human ingestion). The average American life span in the early 1800s was forty years or so; frightful epidemics of typhoid and yellow fever ravaged the country every year, as did scourges of cholera, typhus, tuberculosis, diphtheria, influenza, smallpox, dysentery, measles, and uncontrollable staph infections—not to mention things like shipwrecks, horse throws and kicks, house fires, the sudden and unpredictable arrival of natural disasters such as hurricanes, and, of course, duels. If you ventured outside the cities there was always the chance of getting eaten up by bears or mountain lions or being scalped by Indians. All in all, America was a fairly dangerous place, and many if not most families lost a heartbreaking number of children before they had even reached their teens. Complications from pregnancy and childbirth were the leading cause of death for women of childbearing age.

			Nonetheless, by 1812 those eight million Americans—except for the dwindling population of Indians and the ever increasing number of slaves—had surrounded themselves with eight million pleasurable dreams of “life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness” in their brave new world. They believed that they were part of a land of progress and bounty unknown across the far reaches of the Atlantic Ocean. Since the end of the Revolution the U.S. merchant shipping fleet, like the population, had doubled in size, and American exports had tripled. Grain and corn from Pennsylvania, New York, New Jersey, and the newly opened lands to the west were transported across the North Atlantic to feed the peoples of Europe. Virginia, Maryland, Kentucky, and North Carolina provided Europe’s nicotine-addicted with tobacco aplenty. The vast cotton plantations of the Deep South were churning out hundreds of thousands of bales of cotton to stoke the looms of the New England states, and those of Manchester, England, and the coastal millworks of France. (Always a bit oddball, New Orleans had become a major supplier of refined sugar from its great sugarcane plantations.) Beneath all this ebullience and prosperity, however, by the time 1812 rolled around America seethed.

			The cause of its indignation was the flagrant and long-standing depredation and bullying by the British, who had not forgiven the upstart American colonists for defeating their army at Yorktown thirty years earlier and setting up their own sovereign nation. All this became exacerbated with the rise of Napoleon and the subsequent war between Britain and France. That decade-old conflict had drained Britain of manpower, and especially of trained seamen, so in order to make up the losses the British navy, acting on orders from London, began intercepting American merchant ships and searching their crews for “British subjects,” whom they then “impressed” into their navy. This immediately became a sore point with the Americans, since the British policy was that anyone who had been born in Great Britain was still a British subject and always would be, whether he was now an American or not.

			Among those who chronicled one such outrage was the French-born American naturalist and artist John J. Audubon, who, on a return trip from France, encountered one of these impressment interceptions. “We were running before the wind under all sail, but the unknown gained on us at a great rate and after a while stood to the windward of our ship about half a mile off. She fired a gun, the ball passed within a few yards of our bows; our captain heeded not, but kept on his course, flying the American flag. Another and another shot was fired at us; the enemy closed upon us.” When the captain hove to, the English ship sent over a boat containing two officers and a dozen armed sailors, who demanded all the captain’s papers and then ransacked the ship.

			“Every one of the papers proved to be in perfect accordance with the laws existing between England and America,” wrote Audubon, but the English “robbed the ship of almost everything that was nice in the way of provisions, took our pigs, and sheep, coffee and wines and carried off our two best sailors.”

			True, some impressed seamen were deserters from the British navy, but most were legitimate American citizens, which led to fractious confrontations, the most outrageous of which was the so-called Chesapeake Affair in 1807. In this incident, the new captain of an American frigate-of-war, the Chesapeake, took the ship prematurely to sea before all her guns were installed and, just off the Virginia coast, was jumped by the British fifty-gun warship Leopard, out searching for crewmen. An unequal fight ensued in which some twenty of Chesapeake’s seamen were killed or wounded, and the British carried off four others—three Americans and one Briton—claiming they were deserters.

			In this way, more than six thousand Americans found themselves suddenly impressed into British service, a development that did not sit well at all with the American people, and which no amount of U.S. diplomacy could seem to rectify.

			Further, both the British and the French put a clamp on the Americans’ right to trade with their enemies (meaning each other), and that drove a tremendous hole in America’s burgeoning economy. U.S. merchant ships were seized wherever found and impounded in English or French ports and their cargoes confiscated. The United States might have gone to war with both Britain and France over this issue, but ultimately chose war with England because, after a series of victories over the French navy, England was by far the strongest maritime power and thus was causing most of the trouble. For their part, the Americans wanted nothing to do with the fighting that was going on in Europe, and the slogan “Free Trade and Sailors’ Rights” was quickly taken up by newspaper editors and pamphleteers.

			As America’s anger festered, her citizens became even more incensed by the treatment they were receiving in the British press; their country and its president were constantly lampooned and belittled as second-rate and cowardly. The British view was that while they themselves were engaged in a war of survival against the greatest menace the world had known (Napoleon), the timid and greedy Americans—instead of joining with them in this noble cause—had chosen to remain neutral.

			When all the jawboning diplomacy produced no effect, the Jefferson administration began pushing economic sanctions through Congress in the hope that England would come to her senses and start respecting American rights on the seaways. First, in 1806, was the so-called Non-Importation Act, which forbade importing British goods but, by necessity, included so many loopholes to keep American manufactories going that it did little good. Next came the far more damaging Embargo Act of 1807, which forbade imports and exports into or out of America to or from any nation at all. The problem was, most of the resulting damage was done not to the British but to the U.S. economy. In 1807 Americans exported some $108 million worth of goods (more than $1 trillion in today’s dollars); within a year that figure had sagged by 75 percent and the nation sank into a severe economic depression. Britain quickly found other export markets in South America. One political critic compared Jefferson’s laws with “trying to cure corns by cutting off the toes.” These two measures would still rank near the very top of “stupid and shortsighted legislation” were such an analytic list ever kept. Clearly something else had to be done.

			In the meantime, out in what was referred to then as the West—Indiana, Ohio, Illinois, Michigan—the British, from their strongholds in Canada, were stirring up the Indians to prey on American settlers. This produced, of course, no idle fear; many remembered all too well the ravaging of British-backed Indian tribes during the Revolution. For instance, a letter from a British officer to Canada’s governor-general had been widely circulated in the press, in which the Englishman informed his boss that “at the request of the Seneca Chiefs I send herewith to your excellency under the care of James Boyd, eight packs of scalps cured, dried, hooped and painted with all the Indian triumphal marks.”

			He then went on to inventory this grisly gift: Box no. 1 contained “43 scalps of congress soldiers killed in different skirmishes . . . also 62 farmers killed in their houses, the hoops red, the skin painted brown and marked with a black hoe, a black circle all around to denote their being surprised in the night and a black hatchet in the middle to denote their being killed with that weapon.”

			The other boxes held even more ghoulish relics: “93 farmers killed in their houses. White circles and suns shew they were killed in the daytime; 97 farmers, hoops green to show working in fields . . . 102 farmers, 18 marked with yellow flame to shew that they were burned alive . . . 81 women, long hair, those braided to shew they were mothers . . . 193 boys scalps various ages . . . 211 girls scalps, big and little, small yellow hoops marked hatchet, club, knife, etc. . . . Mixture 122 with box of birch bark containing 29 infant scalps small white hoops. Only little black knife in middle to shew they were ripped out of mother’s body.”

			It is not recorded how the British governor-general received this macabre present, but publication of the accompanying cover letter, whether it was authentic or not, had the effect of galvanizing both terror and disgust among Americans who learned of it, and the notion that the British were back at it again incited grave indignation.

			As if that weren’t enough, a charismatic forty-three-year-old Shawnee Indian chief named Tecumseh went on a warpath of his own, which threatened dire consequences for Americans all over the southern and western states and territories.

			After having suffered the death of his father at the hands of Americans when he was six years old, Tecumseh (or “Shooting Star,” as the name has been translated) developed a blinding hatred for the white race, which, when he grew older, turned into rage as settlers pushed deeper into his homeland of Indiana, Ohio, and other nearby states. It was recounted by a friend that Tecumseh said he “could not look upon the face of a white man without feeling the flesh crawl on my bones.” As he grew into adulthood, Tecumseh became a natural leader with a dignified bearing that even white men remarked on. Tall, handsome, intelligent, and brave, Tecumseh was remembered by a British officer this way: “In his appearance and nobel bearing one of the finest-looking men I have ever seen.”

			The only atmosphere that the myriad of American Indian tribes had known in their history was eternal war—mostly with each other but recently, of course, with the settlers, too; and with the relentless American push westward, Tecumseh concluded that unless this expansion were stopped, the Indians would soon become extinct in a world dominated by whites. Thus he embarked on a stupendous undertaking: he would visit all the major tribes in what is today the Midwest and the South and persuade them to join a vast, warlike “Indian Confederation,” extending from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, backed and supplied by the British, to bring the Americans’ westward movement to an abrupt halt.

			In the late summer of 1811, with about two dozen of his braves, Tecumseh set out in canoes from his village on the Tippecanoe River in Indiana and traveled down the Mississippi to convert the southern tribes: the great Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, and Seminole nations.* 4 Tecumseh’s party had painted its war clubs red, for which they were soon given the sobriquet “Red Sticks,” but their first encounters were something less than successful. The Choctaws under Chief Pushmataha were unreceptive, the Chickasaws less so, but with the Creeks of Alabama Tecumseh struck a chord.

			As an entranced audience of Creeks listened earnestly by their campfires, Tecumseh urged them to join with all the other tribes and drive the white man out; to kill his hogs and cattle and burn his crops and houses; to throw away their own looms and plows, abandon their livestock, and rejoin the Indian traditions of their ancestors; to kill the white man and his wives and children and even to “kill the old chiefs, friends of peace!” He told them that after the whites had cut down all the trees to make farms and stained the rivers with silt, they would then force the Indians into slavery as they had the Africans. Before he left the Creeks, Tecumseh issued a warning to those who were unconvinced that his voice had come directly through the Great Spirit in the Sky. “When I return to Tippecanoe,” he is reported to have said, “I will stamp my foot, and the earth will tremble!”

			For those disbelievers among the Creeks, their epiphany arrived less than a month later when, on December 16, 1811, the New Madrid fault near Cape Girardeau, Missouri, lurched apart in an earthquake so tremendous that it was said to have changed the course of the Mississippi River and caused it to flow backward for a while. It was the most severe quake America has ever experienced, and its terrible tremors were felt as far away as the Creek Nation’s encampments on Alabama’s Tallapoosa River, north of Montgomery.

			Not all Creeks had been able to agree on Tecumseh’s proposals, but among the audience the night Tecumseh spoke was young William Weatherford—a “half-breed” who went by the name of Chief Red Eagle—the son of a Scottish-American Alabama trader and a one-quarter-Indian mother. He was impressed (though not completely convinced) by the notion of Tecumseh’s great Indian confederation, but the impression stuck, especially after the prophetic earthquake of 1811. In the not too distant future Weatherford’s actions would have a distinct bearing on the Battle of New Orleans.

		

	
		
			Two

			During his terms in office (1801–1809), President Thomas Jefferson and his Democratic Republican majority in Congress had allowed the U.S. armed forces to deteriorate almost into oblivion. True to his pacific nature, Jefferson—along with most of his fellow party members—wished to avoid a large standing peacetime army, which, in addition to being an unnecessary government expense, they saw as a possible threat to the new republic itself. Therefore, the U.S. Army was cut by nearly one-third, to only 3,300 men, and, according to General Winfield Scott, later of Mexican War fame, was officered by “imbeciles and ignoramuses.”

			The U.S. Navy was likewise neglected, due not only to concern over expenses but to Democratic Republican suspicions in those days that a large navy, roaming the world, would somehow always find a way to get a nation into war. Despite Jefferson’s temporary strengthening of the navy during his first term to fight the Barbary pirates in the Mediterranean, by the end of the decade the American sea arm consisted of only seven small frigates, a few sloops of war, and no ships of the line (which would correspond to modern-day battleships or aircraft carriers).

			Proponents of these stingy military policies, Jefferson foremost among them, argued that in times of crisis America was better off relying on its citizen soldiers, that is, militias from the various states. So far as sea power was concerned, it was maintained by the largely Southern majority in Congress that Great Britain, with the world’s most powerful fleet, could simply overwhelm anything the United States might send against it and thus the expense of a large navy would be wasted. The theory went instead that so-called privateers—armed ships privately owned but operating under government sponsorship—would serve in place of a regular navy. Not everyone was happy with this; John Adams later wrote Jefferson that he wished more frigates had been built. “Without this our Union will be a brittle china vase,” he said.

			That’s how things stood in 1809 when Jefferson’s Virginia colleague and fellow pacifist James Madison became the fourth U.S. president, but now war clouds were gathering as England continued its humiliating depredations at sea (some eight hundred American merchant vessels had been seized over five years) as well as agitating the western Indian tribes to strike against American settlers. By 1812 Tecumseh and his followers had scalped and tomahawked so many citizens in the Indiana Territory that Governor William Henry Harrison wrote the secretary of war that most of the people had fled their farms for collective safety in various forts and blockhouses.

			Nothing seemed to be working in Madison’s diplomacy. It didn’t help matters when the prince regent, after assuming the responsibilities of his father, the now-gone-mad King George III, appointed as Britain’s minister to the United States a rabid, America-hating thirty-one-year-old junior diplomat named Augustus John Foster. In letters home to his mother (published more than eighty years afterward), Foster complained that “corruption, immorality and self-interest” on the part of most Americans had “corroded” the democracy he loathed, and then went on to evaluate American women as “spying, inquisitive, vulgar and ignorant.” Not surprisingly, Foster’s arrival in Washington would not bode well for amicable diplomatic relations between the two countries.

			By 1812 the ruinous embargo had been lifted, and the Non-Importation Act repealed, but the seizings and searchings by British men-of-war went unabated and the Indian horrors continued. Congress, still dominated by the party of Jefferson and Madison, was now beginning to clamor for war against England. Party-affiliated newspapers and pamphlets were pushing for a showdown: American honor is at stake . . . The United States would never gain the respect of other nations by allowing itself to be humiliated by the British . . . Interruption of oceanic trade is ruining the economy . . . British ships are kidnapping American citizens . . . British-incited Indians are scalping helpless women and children. And so on.

			Also by now Congress was led by a group headed by the redoubtable Henry Clay of Kentucky. These were the “war hawks,” who had an agenda of their own. They argued that because Britain was presently entangled on the European continent in the great war against Napoleonic France, she would be unable to send significant numbers of soldiers and ships to fight in America three thousand miles away. As the rationale went, the only troops the British were likely to employ would be those from her Canadian colony, which in turn would give the United States a perfect excuse to drive the British out of that vast territory and perhaps even to annex it to the new republic. Thus the war hawks were able to persuade Congress to authorize the recruitment of a standing army of 35,000 regulars plus a call for 50,000 volunteers, as well as the federalizing of 100,000 state militia.

			This was a tremendous force on paper but a tall order in reality, since the American army at that time had barely been able to recruit 5,000 officers and men despite a bounty for enlistment of $31. Also in the months leading up to the declaration of war Congress authorized some $3 million for equipment, ordnance, and the building of fortifications to protect cities on the Atlantic and Gulf coasts.* 5

			When all these well-publicized measures failed to yield any concessions from the British Parliament, Congress produced a war bill that passed 79–49 in the House and 19–13 in the Senate—“the closest vote on any declaration of war in American history,” the historian Donald R. Hickey points out—which was signed into law by President Madison the following day, June 18. The panorama of what would become the War of 1812 had rolled forward on a tide of dark, irresistable forces: pride, greed, resentment, hauteur, insult, revenge, and some intangible notion that the Americans should be rid of the British once and for all. Yet now all the follies of the past three decades of isolationism, laxity, and unpreparedness would come home to roost.

			At first the news of war with
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