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By 1779, the American War of Independence had entered its third year. What had begun in 1776 with the writing and adoption of the Declaration of Independence had evolved into a full-scale conflict between Great Britain and its thirteen North American colonies. The revolution had grown beyond a political dispute into a sustained military struggle for sovereignty and self-governance.

The campaign was not confined to land; it extended across the Atlantic Ocean and along the American coastline, where naval engagements played a critical role in shaping the course of the war. Both the Continental Navy (United States) and privateers sought to disrupt British supply lines, capture enemy vessels, and challenge the dominance of the Royal Navy, despite being vastly outnumbered and outgunned. At the same time, Britain used its powerful fleets to blockade American ports, restrict trade, and transport troops and supplies.

By 1779, the war had become a test of endurance and strategy on both land and sea. The colonies fought not only for independence, but also for control of the vital maritime routes that were needed to sustain their economy. 

​

1. Allies at Sea

During September 1779, four remaining vessels from a seven-strong squadron, which had departed from the Island of Groix near Lorient in France, under the command of American Continental Navy Captain John Paul Jones, voyaged the Irish Sea, around the north of Scotland, and down the east coast of Britain. His mission was to create havoc wherever possible. Although sailing under the American flag, all the vessels were loaned or donated by France, except for the Alliance, which had been built in Amesbury, Massachusetts, specifically for the Continental Navy.

The crews included Americans, French captains, volunteers, mercenaries seeking glory or prize money, and British sailors who had been previously captured by the Americans and offered the chance to get out of imprisonment.

On the evening of 22nd September, Jones lay off Spurn Head near Hull. He was planning to intercept and capture enemy merchant vessesl sailing out from the Humber estuary.

He commanded the former East India Company trading vessel Duc de Duras, which had been refitted with heavy guns and renamed the Bonhomme Richard in tribute to the works of Benjamin Franklin.

Jones  was accompanied by the brigantine Vengeance under the command of Philippe Nicolas Ricot.

Under the cover of darkness, John Paul Jones decided to head northward and rendezvous with his frigates, the Alliance and the Pallas, and a cutter named Le Cerf which had parted company from him further up the coast.

Reuniting with the squadron by early morning, John Paul Jones was advised by Captain Cottineau of the Pallas and Captain Pierre Landais of the Alliance that they should begin a rapid retreat, as they had seen British warships approaching and they should avoid immediate conflict by sailing south.

Jones ignored their advice and continued north. In the afternoon at about 3:30 pm, he sighted a British brig in Bridlington Bay, but because he and the main squadron were on their way to investigate further the sighting of British ships, north of Flamborough Head, he ordered Captain Joseph Varage aboard the Le Cerf with a 15-man boarding party to attack and capture the brig.

Shortly after the cutter was sent out, the Alliance, sailing ahead of the other ships, hoisted a signal and quickly increased speed. Two large British vessels had been sighted on the horizon. A signal gun was fired to recall the cutter, and the entire squadron headed toward the promising prizes.

2. The Merchant Fleet and its Guardians

On September 15th, a convoy of over 50 ships, which had been trading with ports in the Baltic, had set sail from Skagerrak on the Norwegian coast to cross the North Sea.

The convoy split before sighting Britain with some of the ships heading for northern ports such as Leith in Scotland and the River Tyne at Newcastle.

When the Yorkshire coast was sighted early on September 23rd, just over 40 ships remained, mostly carrying iron or timber. These merchant vessels were bound for ports all around the southern half of the British Isles, and Waterford in Ireland.

The Baltic convoy received a warning from Scarborough that an enemy squadron had been reported to be in the vicinity, and the ships must stay close to the 44-gun escort ship HMS Serapis for protection.

Early in the afternoon, as they approached Flamborough Head, the lookouts of the foremost ships saw the enemy ships in Bridlington Bay and hastily attempted to flee for the safety of Scarborough, 15 miles away.

Whilst a smaller schooner and the Countess of Scarborough shepherded the convoy to safety, the Serapis bravely navigated between the fleeing merchant vessels and the potential attack from the Franco-American squadron.

At about 4 pm, with the whole convoy to his north and the enemy ship the Alliance clearly in sight to the south, Captain Richard Pearson of the Serapis signalled for the Countess of Scarborough to rejoin him so that the rest of the enemy fleet could not easily sail round them to reach the slower and venerable merchant ships.

3. The First Shots Over the North Sea

As the British stance of protecting the convoy became clear, the Alliance gradually slowed its advance to allow Jones and his other ships to catch up. At 6 pm, Commodore Jones ordered the Pallas to sail directly behind him to confuse the opposition about the squadron's strength, and half an hour later, he hoisted signals ordering all the Franco- American vessels to form a single-file line of battle to ensure they maximise their broadsides as they passed the two British ships.

Captain Landais in the Alliance, who, unlike Jones, had a great deal of formal training in leadership and naval tactics, wanted to try a different plan of attack, and instead of complying with Jones’s orders, he used the Alliance's superior handling to sail against the wind in a bid to reach the convoy.

Recognising the danger and to prevent him from sailing past the British warships and chasing the convoy, Captain Thomas Piercy of the Countess of Scarborough performed the same manoeuvre, leaving the Serapis alone against the remaining three enemy ships.

Finally, in the near darkness just after 7 pm, the Bonhomme Richard drew alongside the battle ready, British ship, the Serapis, causing the Captain Richard Pearson to shout across and demand from the potentially hostile ship its nationality and name.

The answer was given by a damaging broadside, to which the Serapis quickly answered with a blast from its own cannons.

Both ships were about the same length, but the Bonhomme Richard had a slightly weaker armament, with a broadside of just over 200 pounds from 18 guns. To improve this Jones had been able to add six second-hand 18-pound guns, which were mounted enabling them to be rotated and fire through ports low down on either side. These additional cannons added another 108 pounds of shot to a full broadside.

Unfortunately, in the midst of the battle, these new big guns only fired eight shots between them because two of them burst open under the strain of the explosion, killing most of the surrounding men. To prevent further unintentional damage during the battle, Jones ordered his crew to abandon the new cannons.

The Serapis was one of the Royal Navy's newest ships and had guns that were in good condition. Additionally, being originally designed as a warship, the Serapis was more manoeuvrable than the Bonhomme Richard.

Futhermore, due to desertions and the need to crew captured vessels, the Bonhomme Richard’s crew had been reduced from nearly 400 men to around 300, bringing it close in strength to the Serapis.

In the distance and now that he was within range, Captain Landais of the Alliance unleashed his own broadside of 200 pounds of shot from his 18 cannons at the Countess of Scarborough.

Retaliating immediately with their own cannon fire, the smaller Countess could only reply with 60 pounds from its 10 cannons.

While Jones and Captain Landais were locked in a fierce exchange of cannon fire, and the Alliance and the Countess returned fire upon each other, at the rear and out of cannon range, Captains Cottineau of the Pallas and Captain Ricot of the Vengeance were indecisive.

In a coordinated formation, they might have been able to contribute, intervene, or take advantage of the confusion to attack the convoy.

However, with darkness having fallen and no bright moon to guide them, they could not track their prey, and, knowing that attempting a ship-to-ship duel was too dangerous, they wasted time deliberating their next actions.

Even though it was becoming evident that the Bonhomme Richard was in need of assistance, both ship captains decided to wait at a distance safe from the cannon fire until they could be useful.

During this phase of the battle, the Le Cerf, which had been dispatched into Bridlington Bay had managed to catch up with the Pallas and the Vengeance.

Yet despite its timely arrival they too found there was no viable way to transfer the desperately needed boarding party onto the Bonhomme Richard.

Jones, now knowing he could not use the second-hand 18-pounders, and accepting he could not win a cannon fight, quickly adopted a policy of boarding the Serapis to grapple in hand-to-hand fighting.

With the night lit up by explosions, Captain Pearson’s crew spotted the change in Jones’s tactics and adapted rapidly, using the Serapis’s superior manoeuvrability to try to keep a safe distance between the two ships while continuing to bombard the slower-moving Bonhomme Richard.

However, the original attack on the Serapis had been so close that the two ships had already become entangled and were almost locked together, bow to stern. Determined to hold their own both ships unleashed relentless broadsides, each intent on inflicting destruction and within moments flames roared, timbers splintered, and chaos consumed the decks as devastation spread across both ships.

Soon the dead and injured cluttered the decks of both ships and although serious damage was being inflicted, neither side could take advantage.

According to the later recollections of First Lieutenant Richard Dale of the Bonhomme Richard, Captain Pearson of the Serapis brashly shouted at John Paul Jones and called for him to surrender,

“Has your ship struck?”

To which Jones calmly replied, “I have not yet begun to fight!”

Meanwhile 20 minutes into the fight, and after the Countess of Scarborough had exchanged three returned broadsides upon the Alliance, Captain Landais was astonished to see through the smoke his much smaller British opponent had managed to move away from his attack to
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